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always is a confrontation between two religions, the receiving and the de- 
serted religion. All religions, including world religions like Christianity 
and Islam, have at certain points in their history tried to attract believers, 
whether by reason, by offering privileges, or through the sword. While the 
receiving religion attracts and respects new believers, and may openly tar- 
get potential converts by missionary action or give rewards to newcomers in 
the community of believers, the deserted religion will reject and punish any 
apostates, and denounce the calls made by other religions. Punishments for 
apostasy may range from calling names—with negative connotations such 
as renegade, apostate, backslider, or turncoat—to ostracism, forfeiture of in- 
heritance rights, loss of guardianship of children, loss of conjugal rights, or 
even death. Conversion therefore always has a double face, from the perspec- 
tive of the receiving and of the departed religious group. 

Religious boundaries are often vigilantly guarded, opened up for eligible 
newcomers, but quickly closed for people who want to leave. Religions differ 
over time and place in the level of control they are able or willing to exert 
over their boundaries. Conversion can therefore only be discussed in histori- 
cal contexts and by taking the power relations between the particular reli- 
gions into account. 

The concept of genderis, like that of conversion, highly contested as well. 

Here it is most interesting in its combination with conversion. The two are 
connected on different levels. First, gender figures in the different participa- 
tion levels of women and men in processes of conversion. When women 
convert more often to Islam, why would that be so? How is this connected to 
different positions of women and men or to notions about them? These are 
some of the questions answered in this volume. 

Relevant in this context is the notion of the person who decides on an in- 
ward transformation. In many cultures, notions of the person are not applied 
in the same way for women as for men. Due to their social position, women 
often have less power of agency in many fields, including religion. For ex- 
ample, in my research I found that in Jordanian history, both the Christian 
minority and the Muslim population adhered to the rule that “a woman will 

follow the man,” indicating that upon marriage a woman was supposed to 
take on a man’s religious denomination (Jansen 2004). This custom implies 
that autonomy of the person in accepting religious beliefs is less recognized 
for women than for men. The level of sincerity or authenticity normally 
requested of converts is as a result less strictly imposed on women. More than 
men, women are seen as passive and obedient. Many life decisions are made 


for them by the family, including the choice of religion. This happens in spite 
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of general views that women and men are equally responsible for their own 
salvation and that conversion needs to be based on authenticity. There are 
cases in which women refuse to follow their husband’s religious choices, but 
this often has severe consequences ranging from nonacceptance by their in- 
laws to loss of legal rights to their children, pension, and inheritance. 

Gender also impinges on the protection of religious boundaries. The dif- 
ferent Christian churches in Jordan had agreed in a covenant to solve the 
problem of mixed marriages by letting the wife follow the husband. Mixed 
marriage among the Christian denominations was quite common, and it was 
expected that the losses and gains in female church members would in the 
end be balanced. Crossings between Christianity and Islam were far more 
difficult. In Islam certain rules developed in order to avoid the effects of such 
submission of women to men and the resulting loss of female believers. A 
Christian woman was therefore allowed to marry a Muslim man, as it was 
thought that she would follow his religion and thus increase the commu- 
nity of believers, and even if she did not, the children would still be Muslim. 
The reverse, a Muslim woman marrying a Christian man, was not possible; 
it would mean the loss of a Muslim and was therefore forbidden. Such mar- 
riages can still not be legally contracted in Jordan. In such a context, not only 
are women given less voice and autonomy in deciding about their religion, 
but also the protection of religious boundaries takes on a specific gendered 
character. 

The association of women’s religious choices with their role in the family 
is repeated in theories that attribute the greater frequency of conversion of 
women to their family relations. The narratives in the following articles in- 
deed show that quite a few women converted to Islam because they wanted 
to “follow their husband and his family” when they married a Muslim mi- 
grant. This social pattern does not necessarily exclude a “genuine inward 
transformation.” Yet, the emic conviction of genuineness in the conversion 
narratives can well be combined with the etic positioning of the convert’s ac- 
tions and convictions in this wider context. The understanding of the larger 
impact of social ties for women’s conversions, compared to men’s, is seldom 


a sufficient explanation for the gender differences. 

The articles in this volume repeatedly show a theoretical shift toward a 
focus on the agency of women. They uncover women’s own views and actions 
toward conversion, their agency both in freely choosing a new path and in 
spreading the Call. New religions tend to target women and to be particularly 
attractive to women. The first Muslim convert was a woman, Khadija, Mu- 
hammad’s first wife, who supported her husband morally and financially. The 
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of general views that women and men are equally responsible for their own 
salvation and that conversion needs to be based on authenticity. There are 
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The articles in this volume repeatedly show a theoretical shift toward a 
focus on the agency of women. They uncover women’s own views and actions 
toward conversion, their agency both in freely choosing a new path and in 
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attractive to women. The first Muslim convert was a woman, Khadija, Mu- 
hammad’s first wife, who supported her husband morally and financially. The 


g OO 
XII WOMEN EMBRACING ISLAM 


first Christian, that is, the first person who was asked to believe in Jesus’ resur- 
rection, was also a woman, Mary Magdalene. Young religions or new offshoots 
of established religions (like Sufism in Islam and Protestantism in Christian- 
ity) tend to target women. Unfortunately, many do so only in the beginning 
Once established and grown, many a religion has ousted women from reli- 
gious leadership. This raises questions on women’s activism in both expand- 
ing religions and in contributing to the development of their doctrines. NG ISLAM 

In the focus on women’s agency, not only the reasons why women convert, WOMEN EMBR ACN 
but also their role in actively spreading the faith, will be discussed. Spiritual 
reasons are likely to take center stage, but social, material, or political aspects 
need to be taken into account as well. They do not necessarily exclude each 
other. 

Second, gender not only intersects with the freedom and reasons to con- 
vert, but also with the effects of conversion. It affects the ways in which the 
person expresses and incorporates his or her new beliefs, and how others re- 
act to that. One example is the adoption of the symbols used to express the 
new faith. For instance, a beard or male circumcision evokes far less reaction 
than taking on the veil. Western society has made the hijab and the subor- 
dinated position of women into symbols of the “Otherness” of Islam, which 
raises the question of how female converts deal with this and give meaning 
to it. Another example of the gendered consequences is that female converts 
to Islam are confronted with a larger gap than men in the gender positions 
in the respective religious cultures. A Christian woman converting to Islam 
has to give up more freedoms (as defined by her culture of birth) than a man. 
Following Anne Sofie Roald’s line of thought, it can moreover be expected 
that women need a longer period of time to accommodate and familiarize 
themselves with the new paradigm. The suggestion by Margot Badran and 
Gwendolyn Zoharah Simmons to see whether this leads to feminist activity 
by converted women is therefore very exciting. 

As this book will show, there are many points of connection between gen- 
der and conversion. It is a rich and fascinating field to explore. 
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This book intends to go beyond the claims, competitions, and statistics, 


and to investigate why women are attracted to Islam. What are their motives 
and backgrounds and to what kind of Islam are they converting? To which 
messages are they attracted and in which ways? It will show the wealth of 
experiences behind conversion, as well as analyze the narratives that express 
this experience. Conversion is not only amomentary experience but an ongo- 
ing process of religious, social, and cultural transformation. How do converts 
create, embody, and transmit their new identity? What are the reactions and 
responses of society toward converts? What is the role converts play in soci- 
ety at large? What is their contribution to discourses on gender and Islam? 
This book will address these issues and provide empirical and comparative 


materials from Europe, the United States, and South Africa. 


Despite the importance of conversion and gender to Islam, these topics 
have hardly been studied. The literature on conversion particularly deals 
with new religious movements in the United States (Bruce 1999; Aldridge 
2000)* and does not include conversion to Islam. Although the spread of 
Islam in historical perspective has received attention (Bulliet 1979; Dutton 
1999), conversions in present-day Western countries are not widely cov- 
ered. Within the existing literature on contemporary conversion to Islam, 
a gender focus is not yet well developed. Gender issues are crucial, however, 
for our understanding of conversion to Islam, a task this volume intends to 


undertake. 

In this introduction, I will give an overview of the current state of research 
concerning gender and conversion to Islam. I will start with an examination 
of the conversion literature, followed by a discussion on what Islam has to 
“offer” converts. Next, I will examine what the literature has thus far men- 
tioned about gender and conversion to Islam. Lastly, I will propose a tenta- 
tive approach to the study of gender and conversion to Islam. 


Conversion 


There is a huge body of literature on conversion that is also relevant for the 
study of conversion to Islam. Historical developments noted by sociologists 
of religion, suchas pluralism, secularization, and privatization of religion, are 
vital preconditions for the state of religion in general. As such, they are also 
important for conversion, including conversion to Islam (Luckmann 1999; 
Allievi 1998). In addition, the general process of modernization and individu- 
alization, which makes the individual agent the center of his or her biogra- 
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phy, has a direct bearing on conversion (Hofmann 1997). The changed place 
of religion and the process of individualization transformed religion and re- 
ligious goods into matters of individual choice. Actors choose among several 
teligious options the worldview that suits them best. Ideas of religion as a 
commodity on the expanding market of religious goods, picked and chosen by 
religious agents, are particularly applied to new religious movements (Bruce 
1999; lannaccone 1990; Finke and Stark 2000). Yet ideas of the religious mar- 
ket and rational choice can also be applied to Islam (Allievi 1998; Wohlrab 
Sahr this volume). Islam has become one of the players on the religious mar- 
ket in the West, and its message makes sense to individual converts. 
Besides analyses of these general sociohistorical developments, conver- 
sion theories developed within the body of anthropological, sociological, 
and religious studies clarify aspects of conversion to Islam. Poston (1992) 
deals with different forms of da'wa, calling to Islam, in the West. He applies 
Lofland and Stark's “predisposing factors” for conversion and Starbuck’s list 
of “motivational factors” to his sample of seventy-two American and Euro 
pean converts to Islam and tries to present a profile of the “typical” convert to 
Islam. The material in the present volume, however, shows that it is difficult 
to assume any typicality among converts. They are a far too heterogeneous 
group. Kose (1996) studies native British Muslims and applies several psy 
chological and religious theories to his sample of seventy converts. He criti- 
cally assesses “crises” theories with regard to the preconversion life histories. 
He finds that commonly held ideas on conversion as being induced by moral 
and religious crises of adolescence or failed socialization do not apply in the 
case of Islam. 

In addition to typologies of converts, diverse routes to conversion are 
analyzed (Rambo 1993). Allievi (1998, 1999, and 2002) develops a useful ty- 
pology of conversion itineraries to Islam. He distinguishes relational from 
rational conversions. Relational conversions are further subdivided into in 
strumental and noninstrumental forms. Noninstrumental relational conver- 
sions are induced by relationships with Muslims either by way of marriage, 
family, meeting immigrants, or traveling. Instrumental conversions are usu- 
ally related to marriage of a European male with a Muslim woman and do 

not necessarily entail a religious transformation. The rational conversions, 
in contrast, are not induced by personal contacts but rather by an intellectual 
search. This form is therefore more specifically Islamic in its discourse and 
rationalizations. Allievi further subdivides the rational itinerary according 


to intellectual, political, or mystically oriented paths. 
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Besides theories on the background and trajectories of converts to Islan, 
some analyses of testimonies and conversion narratives are available. A few 
books have been published that contain conversion stories or are descriptive 
in nature (Anway 1995; Crijnen 1999; Haleem 2003). Several Web sites have 
been created offering a great amount of testimonies. Hermansen has stud 
ied conversion narratives of European and Euro-American Muslims written 
between 1900 and 1980. Insights from postcolonial theory are applied to un- 
derstanding the historical shifts that occur in converts’ views of Islam and 
the Muslim world, as well as in their self-presentation (1999). Conversion 
testimonies are a specific genre with a particular narrative structure (Beck- 
ford 1978; Stromberg 1993; Luckmann 1986; Snow and Machalek 1983, 1984; 
Ulmer 1988). Conversion narratives are created backwards; that is, they are 
told after the conversion, and thus past events are reinterpreted in light of 
current convictions. This reconstructing process takes place not only at the 
individual level but also at the group level. In the process of telling and re- 
telling conversion experiences, a common model is created (Hofmann 1997; 
van Nieuwkerk this volume). Converts do not simply reproduce a rehearsed 
script but include elements of the new religion’s ideological rationale into 
their narratives. It is thus important to analyze the goals and ideologies that 
are promoted by Islamic organizations and Web sites and the specific da‘wah 
functions they perform (Haddad this volume). 

Conversion is increasingly analyzed as an ongoing process. Rambo (1993) 

developed a dynamic and processual conversion theory, integrating research 
within various disciplines. Conversion takes place in several stages and is 
usually experienced as a substantial transformation of religious, social, and 
cultural aspects of daily life. Conversion to Islam is embodied through tak- 
ing up new bodily practices pertaining to praying, fasting, and food. In ad- 
dition, important markers of identity are often changed, such as the name 
and appearance, including hijab or occasionally.nigab. Moreover, converting 
frequently leads to changing social and cultural practices, for instance, those 
related to celebrations or contacts with the opposite sex. These transforma- 
tions regularly create problems with the family of origin (Bourque this vol- 
ume; Allievi this volume; van Nieuwkerk 2004). 

Whereas for some new Muslims conversion is radical, others slowly trans- 
form aspects of their identity and practice. Roald (this volume) describes a 
three-stage process for most European converts, the stages being “love,” “dis- 
appointment,” and “maturity.” In the initial phase many converts tend to be 
emotionally obsessed with the new religion and want to practice every detail 
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of the Islamic precepts. The second stage is strongly linked to a disappoint 
ment with born-Muslim behavior and ideas, and here some converts tend to 
turn away from Islam. During the third stage many new Muslims search for 
new understandings of Islamic ideas and attitudes according to the particu- 
lar cultural context they live in. Sultan (1999) observes that, paradoxically, 
the features that originally attracted the converts, in particular gender issues, 
are later seen as sources of conflict. 

Converts play an important role in society and often function as cultural 
and political mediators between the state and Muslim communities. Some of 
them are engaged in the interpretation of the Islamic sources and developing 
new discourses (Allievi 1998; Wagtendonk 1994; Gerholm 1988; El Houari 
Setta 1999; Roald this volume). Allievi further maintains that converts are 
crucial in three fields. Converted intellectuals, in particular, offer legitima 

tization in the eyes of society. Besides, converts can provide confirmation 
for immigrants of the rightness of their faith. Moreover, converts form an 
element of guarantee, since they are citizens who cannot, even if they act as 
militant Islamic leaders, be expelled from the country (1998, 2002). Female 
converts also play a role in the development of new discourses on gender and 
Islam (Roald this volume). Converts such as Amina Wadud (1999) are impor- 
tant in the Islamic feminist production of knowledge. Recent research indi 
cates that Islamic feminism is also gaining ground among female converts in 
the Netherlands, England, and South Africa (Badran this volume). 


Islam 


Whereas the push factors have been reasonably studied, the pull factors have 
received less attention. With regard to the question of why people turn to 
Islam, that is, what is the specific appeal of Islam, less material is available. 
This raises immediately the question “which Islam?” There are many con- 
verts to Sufism, which has “religious goods” to offer that contrast with those 
of modernist or Islamist versions of Islam. Also the large differences within 
the group of converts with regard to gender and ethnicity, as for instance the 
differences between Euro-American or African American converts, make it 


difficult to assume a single appeal of Islam. 

Several authors indicate that Sufism is the main agent for conversion to 
Islam in the West. A considerable number of people first convert to Sufism 
and then to Islam. While in the 1960s, Sufism was part of the “hippie” move- 
ment and divorced from its Islamic roots, in the 1990s, it was increasingly 
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between 1900 and 1980. Insights from postcolonial theory are applied to un- 
derstanding the historical shifts that occur in converts’ views of Islam and 
the Muslim world, as well as in their self-presentation (1999). Conversion 
testimonies are a specific genre with a particular narrative structure (Beck- 
ford 1978; Stromberg 1993; Luckmann 1986; Snow and Machalek 1983, 1984; 
Ulmer 1988). Conversion narratives are created backwards; that is, they are 
told after the conversion, and thus past events are reinterpreted in light of 
current convictions. This reconstructing process takes place not only at the 
individual level but also at the group level. In the process of telling and re- 
telling conversion experiences, a common model is created (Hofmann 1997; 
van Nieuwkerk this volume). Converts do not simply reproduce a rehearsed 
script but include elements of the new religion's ideological rationale into 
their narratives. It is thus important to analyze the goals and ideologies that 
are promoted by Islamic organizations and Web sites and the specific da‘wah 
functions they perform (Haddad this volume). 

Conversion is increasingly analyzed as an ongoing process. Rambo (1993) 
developed a dynamic and processual conversion theory, integrating research 
within various disciplines. Conversion takes place in several stages and is 
usually experienced as a substantial transformation of religious, social, and 
cultural aspects of daily life. Conversion to Islam is embodied through tak- 
ing up new bodily practices pertaining to praying, fasting, and food. In ad- 
dition, important markers of identity are often changed, such as the name 
and appearance, including hijab or occasionally.niqab. Moreover, converting 
frequently leads to changing social and cultural practices, for instance, those 
related to celebrations or contacts with the opposite sex. These transforma- 

tions regularly create problems with the family of origin (Bourque this vol 
ume; Allievi this volume; van Nieuwkerk 2004). 

Whereas for some new Muslims conversion is radical, others slowly trans 
form aspects of their identity and practice. Roald (this volume) describes a 
three-stage process for most European converts, the stages being “love,” “dis 
appointment,” and “maturity.” In the initial phase many converts tend to be 
emotionally obsessed with the new religion and want to practice every detail 
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known as Islamic mysticism (Jawad this volume; Kose 1996; Hofmann 199; 

Allievi 1998). Jawad (this volume) highlights the Sufi appeal for women. She 
outlines how the Sufi emphasis upon feminine values pertaining to the fam 
ily and the feminine element in spiritual life can be attractive to womenin 
the West. 

Alternatively, a modernist interpretation of Islam, with a message of ratio- 

nality, is spreading and resonates in conversion stories on the Internet (van 
Nieuwkerk this volume). Kése shows that his informants interpret their con- 
version as a journey from the secular to the sacred. Islam offers them a practi 
cal way to direct the everyday life toward God. Since Islam is an encompass- 
ing religious worldview and does not compartmentalize religion, choosing 
Islam enables the converts to connect their daily life to their beliefs (1999). 
The religious discourse of converts on the attraction of Islam over Christian- 
ity converges at certain points. For instance, the absence of the concept of 
the Trinity and Jesus’ prophethood is deemed more logical. Also, the encom- 
passing ritual praxis and the direct accessibility of God without mediators 
make Islam seem a rational and undeniable truth (Allievi 1998; Anway 1995; 
Daynes 1999; Hofmann 1997; Van Nieuwkerk this volume). 

Dannin (1996) investigates the appeal of Islam for a specific group of 
converts, the incarcerated African Americans in a New York prison. Using a 
Foucauldian approach, he analyzes Islam’s attractiveness as a counterdisci- 
plinary force in resistance to the prison’s own stringent discipline. Islam of- 
fers the prisoners an activity structure including such features as prayers and 
lessons, and an alternative social space within the confinement of the walls. 
The new Islamic identity also means a fresh start. The Islamic counterculture 
is attractive because, according to Dannin, it has the power to transcend the 
material and often brutally inhuman conditions of the prison (1996, 144). 
McCloud understands the conversion of African Americans to Islam as a 
response to American racism (1991, 1995). Islam promises a new identity, 
a feeling of “somebodiness,” denied by the dominant culture. Conversion 
brought liberation from Christian domination, perceived as the root of their 
oppression for its glorification of suffering and promise of redemption in the 
hereafter. The “somebodiness” partially achieved by conversion to Islam also 
results, however, in new forms of oppression. Simmons, for instance, shows 
that the Nation of Islam attracts women, while at the same time promoting a 

subordinated role for women (this volume). 

Despite the different Islamic “offers,” a common observation is that Islam 
appeals because it gives the convert the greatest possible contrast with the 
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culture he or she comes from (Allievi 1998; Hofmann 1997; Wohlrab-Sahr 
1999b). In particular, converts who are critical of Western society are fasci- 
nated by and attracted to the Otherness of Islam. It becomes an ideological 
and political framework from which they criticize Western society. Accord- 
ing to Wohlrab-Sahr conversion becomes “a means of articulating within 
one’s own social context one’s distance from this context and one’s conflic 
tive relationship towards it” (1999a, 352). This conflictive relationship can be 
the result of a (politically) critical stance or the result of a sense of marginal 
ization. Hofmann also relates Islam's attraction to the converts’ possibility of 
provoking society at large (1997, 121). Yet, on the other hand, it is observed by 
Hofmann (1997) as well as Allievi (this volume) that many of Islam's offers, 
particularly relating to gender issues, are close to what former generations in 
the West found self-evident. Islam can also appeal because it restores familiar 
notions on gender and the family (see below). 

Allievi distinguishes different “offers” for the various conversion itinerar- 
ies. Whereas the “relational converts” are attracted to general aspects such as 
belonging to a different culture and having a sense of community, “rational 
converts” adopt a more specific Islamic discourse. In their formulations Is- 
lam is perceived as clear, simple, and rational. It has sources that everyone 
can consult, without mediators. For the politically inclined converts, Islam 

provides a “spiritualization” of politics. For the mystically inclined the Sufi 
tradition in Islam has a wide appeal as well. It is precisely Islam's broad spec 
trum of offers, religiously, ideologically, and in orthopraxy, that constitute its 
appeal to many converts. This warns us not to essentialize Islam, but to sys 
tematically analyze whatever elements of Islam have to offer diverse groups 


of converts at different times. 


Gender 

Gender is a crucial issue in conversion to Islam. Sultan (1999) mentions that 
female converts in Sweden are particularly attracted to Islamic conceptions 
of manhood and womanhood and to its clear moral boundaries and rules, an 
observation I can confirm for Dutch converts. Hofmann (1997) also theorizes 
the plausibility of Islamic notions of the family and construction of mascu- 
linity and femininity for German converts. Wohlrab-Sahr (1999a, 1999), and 
this volume) did a comparative study of German and American male and fe- 

male converts. I will summarize some ideas of the last two authors, as they 

provide important insights for the study of gender and conversion to Islam. 
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culture he or she comes from (Allievi 1998; Hofmann 1997; Wohlrab-Sahr 
1999b). In particular, converts who are critical of Western society are fasci- 
nated by and attracted to the Otherness of Islam. It becomes an ideological 

and political framework from which they criticize Western society. Accord 
ing to Wohlrab-Sahr conversion becomes “a means of articulating within 
one’s own social context one’s distance from this context and one’s conflic- 
tive relationship towards it” (1999a, 352). This conflictive relationship can be 
the result of a (politically) critical stance or the result of a sense of marginal- 
ization. Hofmann also relates Islam's attraction to the converts’ possibility of 
provoking society at large (1997, 121). Yet, on the other hand, it is observed by 
Hofmann (1997) as well as Allievi (this volume) that many of Islam's offers, 
particularly relating to gender issues, are close to what former generations in 
the West found self-evident. Islam can also appeal because it restores familiar 

notions on gender and the family (see below). 

Allievi distinguishes different “offers” for the various conversion itinerar- 
ies. Whereas the “relational converts” are attracted to general aspects such as 
belonging to a different culture and having a sense of community, “rational 
converts” adopt a more specific Islamic discourse. In their formulations Is 
lam is perceived as clear, simple, and rational. It has sources that everyone 
can consult, without mediators. For the politically inclined converts, Islam 

provides a “spiritualization” of politics. For the mystically inclined the Sufi 
tradition in Islam has a wide appeal as well. It is precisely Islam's broad spec 
trum of offers, religiously, ideologically, and in orthopraxy, that constitute its 
appeal to many converts. This warns us not to essentialize Islam, but to sys- 
tematically analyze whatever elements of Islam have to offer diverse groups 


of converts at different times. 


Gender 

Gender is a crucial issue in conversion to Islam. Sultan (1999) mentions that 
female converts in Sweden are particularly attracted to Islamic conceptions 
of manhood and womanhood and to its clear moral boundaries and rules, an 
observation I can confirm for Dutch converts. Hofmann (1997) also theorizes 
the plausibility of Islamic notions of the family and construction of mascu- 
linity and femininity for German converts. Wohlrab-Sahr (19994, 1999b, and 
this volume) did a comparative study of German and American male and fe- 
male converts. I will summarize some ideas of the last two authors, as they 

provide important insights for the study of gender and conversion to Islam. 
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Wohlrab-Sahr connects conversion to biographical experiences. She ¢ 
fines conversion as the symbolic transformation of crisis experiences. Inhe 
research she found three different realms of problems that were transformed 
by conversion to Islam. The first type of conversion is related to issues of 
sexuality and gender relations. Converts report previously experiencing 
feelings of personal devaluation with regard to sexuality and gender norms 

Female converts mention such problems as broken marriages, promiscuity 
and sexual relationships with men from marginal groups. Male converts 
have often experienced problems with regard to transgression of the male 
gender identity, for example, loss of the dominant position in the family and 
shame inflicted by sexual conduct of female members of the family. Converts 
seek new boundaries, rules, and interpretations. Islam offers a clear model 
that articulates and solves the experience of transgressed sexual norms and 
uncertain relationships between the sexes. The second type of problems 
Wohlrab-Sahr distinguishes is related to social mobility. In case of a failed 
attempt at upward social mobility, e.g., due to drug addiction or criminality, 
conversion to Islam can provide an alternative and new career. Thirdly, she 
mentions problems related to nationality and ethnicity or problems of “be- 
longing.” Converting to Islam brings a new kind of belonging and commu- 
nity into existence. Islam thus offers converts the possibility of transforming 
experiences of devaluation, degradation, and disintegration. 
Hofmann (1997) focuses on female converts and issues of gender in Ger 
many. She illuminates female conversion against the background of the 
process of individualization. Individuals’ possibilities to create their own bi 
ographies invoke feelings of freedom as well as risk. Failed life histories are 
experienced as personal failures. Hofmann argues that the process of female 
individualization shows ruptures and contradictions. Women are strongly 
connected to the family, which is associated with such values as belong 
ing and connectedness. These community values contrast with dominant 
“modern” values such as rationality, individual performance, and personal 
perseverance. Women are confronted with conflicting expectations in differ- 
ent stages of their lives. They are brought up with ideals of individual au- 
tonomy but are expected to put these ideals aside at the moment they raise 
a family. If they decide to stay at home when they have small children, they 
experience the lack of esteem for this decision in society at large and asa re 
sult of their own socialization. According to Hofmann, the German-Islamic 
discourse offers a solution to these conflicting demands. The issues of fam- 
ily, marriage, and relationship between the sexes are given primacy in the 
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Islamic discourse. This articulation of Muslim values offers clear concepts of 
marriage and motherhood. The different and distinct natures of males and 
females, and particularly ideas on women’s capacity as mothers and caretak 
ers, are not only Islamically defined but also plausible in light of a deeply an- 
chored German “cultural knowledge.” This cultural knowledge about essen 
tial manhood and womanhood, however, is no longer uncontested. Today's 
German-Islamic discourse restores these ideas to their original position of 
“truth.” Thus, women regain the possibility of living according to their “femi 
nine nature.” Contrary to Western socialization, Islam highly values mother 
hood and the nurturing qualities of women. Motherhood is not merely val 
ued in Islam, but acknowledged as an important performance equal to labor 
and is also supported by men. 

For converts in this society, German-Islamic discourse thus enables a criti 

cal stance toward German society. It uses aspects of feminist discourse, for 
example, in criticizing the prevalence of male norms and the devaluation of 
female norms. It also attacks the “Western exploitation of female sexuality 
and the marketing of the female body.” These critiques hinge on ideas de 
rived from radical feminism or differential feminism. Yet, whereas radical 
feminism tries to change patriarchal relationships, the German-Islamic dis 
course tries to restore the original “natural” order. In particular, the fact that 
German-Islamic discourse refers to a stock of common cultural knowledge 
that is contested and disparaged gives the Islamic reformulation an innova 
tive and critical content. These critical yet familiar views on gender and sexu 
ality make the Islamic discourse attractive and plausible to German female 
converts. 

Hofmann’s ideas are valuable in understanding Dutch female converts 
(van Nieuwkerk 2004) as well as Scandinavian converts (Roald this volume). 
The latter embrace the concept of “equity” because it includes the ideal of 
equal opportunities, but rejects the definition of women and men as “equal.” 
Dutch female converts use a syncretic differential feminist discourse com- 
bining essentialist notions of womanhood and manhood with critical views 
on the prevalence of male norms and sexual exploitation of the female body. 
Yet I observed more variety of voices and also critical stances toward the es 
sentialist discourse on women, gender, and Islam than Hofmann showsin the 


German case. It is therefore important to assess critically the “feminist” con- 
tent of the gender discourses as developed by converts. In her contribution to 
this volume Badran analyzes the contribution of female converts to Islamic 
feminist discourses, which differs from the equity approach. Converts can 
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also shift position over time from an equity approach to a feminist unde 
standing and critical reading of the Qur'an. 


Discourses and Identities 


Whereas Wohlrab-Sahr concentrates on functions of conversion in soly 
ing biographical problems, Hofmann focuses on the plausibility of Islamic 
discourse for individual converts. They represent two main approaches to 
gender and conversion to Islam. The first approach deals with conversion as 
creating or gaining a new identity. It analyzes biographies, the factors that 
can explain people’s propensities to convert, and the experiences of crisis 
they have had. It focuses on the problems converts have encountered and 
how conversion has given them a new sense of self and helped them to cre 
ate a new identity or a new form of belonging. It analyzes motives, routes, 
and themes in converts’ life stories that make them susceptible to conver 
sion. Whereas this approach highlights the meaningfulness of conversion 
in a person’s life, the reason why individuals have opted for this particular 
solution, that is, conversion to Islam, is not always clear. What is meaningful 
in the message of Islam? Why Islam and which Islam? Which discourses are 
they themselves creating? This approach thus underestimates the different 
kinds of Islamic discourses that converts refer to. 

The second approach deals with the diverse discourses and narratives pro- 

duced in the communities of converts. It aims to critically deconstruct the 
discourse and warns us not to confuse conversion narratives with conver- 
sion motives. This approach focuses on how discourses and stories are cre- 
ated and re-created in converts’ communities and how they become mean- 
ingful in communicating conversion experiences. It analyzes the message 
of Islam and how this can be attractive for individuals or groups. Whereas 
this approach analyzes how discourses of Islam are created and spread and 
become significant, the biographical aspects of the receivers are not clearly 
included in the perspective. How individuals come to be attracted to these 
discourses, how they make sense in converts’ unfolding life stories, and how 
the discourses are turned into lived experiences are questions beyond the 
scope of this approach. 

Both approaches are therefore important and valid in themselves. Yet, 
combining insights from both identity studies and discourse analyses get 
erates a more complex understanding. We need to understand both the re 
ceivers and the messages. Conversion is a multilayered, continuous process 
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in which new identities and discourses are produced and reproduced. Some 
individuals can become susceptible to conversion through personal trajec 
tories and biographical experiences. Yet the new message must be plausible. 
In my study on Dutch female converts it became clear that their biographies 
and chosen modes of Islamic discourse were intimately connected. Whereas 
for some women a psychological crisis and addiction to medications con 
vinced them of the natural and healthy character of Islam, for others sexual 
harassment or divorced parents made them realize the importance of main- 
taining a certain distance between the sexes. What Islam meant to them and 
the discourse they constructed were directly connected to their life stories. 
Islam and Islamic discourse can be plausible to individuals for different 
reasons, and individuals can be addressed by Islamic discourse in manifold 
aspects of their identities. People convert to Islam as persons with specific 
professional, religious, racial, or ethnic identities. Converts not only convert 
as individuals but also as males or females or as Europeans or African Ameri- 
cans. Various aspects of a person's identity inform discourses, and discourses 
appeal to different aspects of identities. Islam not only offers various reli- 
gious discourses, it also offers a discourse on race and ethnicity and a gender 
discourse that can appeal to people. 
In an approach that analyzes conversion as a continuous process of em 
bodying social practice, it is particularly important to investigate both dis 
courses and identities. Conversion does not stop at the moment of embrac 
ing Islam, and it is not solely a mental activity of accepting a new belief. It 
requires embodiment of new social and religious practices. Within this pro 
cess of embodiment and learning new practices, new ideas and insights are 
created that can generate new discourses and receptivity to other voices of 
Islamic discourse. In different periods of converts’ lives, a revised or novel 
discourse can make sense. The approach to studying conversion as a process 
of embodying new practices brings to the fore the realization that identities 
and discourses are implicated in each other. Converts live religious practices 
related to discourses that are meaningful to them in specific contexts. Experi 
ences with the new practices will lead to renewed understandings, interpre- 
tations, and negotiations of existing discourses. It is a continuous interplay. 
While their biographies unfold, converts remake and negotiate discourses, 
and these in turn inform the process of identity construction. 
We thus need a multilayered approach to conversion. It is important to 


understand the personal trajectories and biographies as well as the diverse 
Islamic discourses on gender, race, and ethnicity in order to understand the 
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plausibility of conversion to Islam for male and female converts in the We 
We thus avoid an essentialist approach toward Islam and are able to inves 
tigate the diverse itineraries and discourses of various groups of convertsin 
different countries. Inevitably this approach will not lead to any firm conclu 
sions. The question of why women convert to Islam will not lead to a single 
and definite answer, but rather invoke a complex contextual picture of iden 
tities and discourses. It will sensitize us to the many ways in which these 
women make sensible choices, choices that can change over time. 


On the Contributions 


The essays in this collection are the outcome of a symposium, Gender and 
Conversion to Islam, which was organized by the Institute for the Study of 
Islam in the Modern World (ISIM), the Netherlands, on the 16th and 17th of 
May 2003. Our purpose in this collection of essays is to further our under- 
standing of gender and conversion to Islam. As the authors are historians, 
sociologists, anthropologists, and theologians, the outcome is an interdisci- 
plinary volume. The contributions add to our theoretical as well as empiri- 
cal understanding. This book provides case studies of the manifold convert 
trajectories and narratives, and of discourses of and about them. It covers 
different forms of Islam, such as Sunni, Salafi, and Sufi Islam, as well as the 
Nation of Islam. It deals with the creation, maintenance, and transmission of 
Muslim identities. Despite the diversity of the research materials, the focus 
on gender allows for many connections to emerge as well. 

In the first section gender and conversion to Islam are contextualized. 
Yvonne Haddad provides an overview of the phenomenon of conversion of 
American women. She outlines the diverse Muslim missionary groups and 
their specific da‘wa discourses and activities in the West. She tries to answer 
why white American women convert to Islam and what it is they convert to. 

She also deals with the relations between immigrants and white converts. 
She concludes that conversion serves the multiple ends of spiritual fulfill 
ment, community belonging, a husband and family, and often a new sense 
of self-assurance. 
Anne Sofie Roald shows the development of a transcultural Islam. She 
understands the transformations from the late rg90s onward as the latest 
stage in the development of a Scandinavian Islam. She observes a growing 
acceptance of cultural diversity in the Muslim community on both a global 
and local scale. Within a creolization of practice and discourse new converts 
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first tend to defend traditional gender systems. However, as they go through 
various stages in the conversion process they tend to incorporate Scandina- 
vian ideals of gender relations into the Islamic framework. The new Muslims 
nonetheless diverge from the majority society in embracing concepts of gen- 
der equity rather than gender equality. 
Monika Wohlrab-Sahr critically assesses the theoretical debates on 
tational-choice theory and concepts of the market that have been centrally 
important in the field of sociology of religion during the last years. She argues 
that we need to consider conversions as religious choices within a pluralistic 
market. Nevertheless we need to transcend the limitations of rational-choice 
theory. She introduces an approach that combines biographical analysis 
with a functional approach, illustrating her arguments with comparative 
material from Germany and the United States. 

The second section focuses on conversion discourses and narratives. Karin 
van Nieuwkerk compares online and offline conversion narratives. She aims 
at understanding the different discourses that could help to explain why Is- 
lam can be attractive for women in the West. Besides the biographical nar- 
ratives, the ethnic, religious, and gender discourses of new Muslimas are 
analyzed. Not only the content, but also the different contexts in which the 
narratives are produced—that is, fieldwork in the Netherlands versus self- 
written testimonies on the Internet—are compared. 

Stefano Allievi discusses the shifting significance of boundary defini 
tions, which he terms the haram/nhalal frontiers. He particularly focuses on 
narratives about wearing the hijab, an issue that is symbolically important 
both inside and outside the community of converts. He also suggests de- 
Islamizing approaches to conversion to Islam. The so-called “Islamic” dis 
courses pertaining to gender that are attractive to converts are not distinc- 
tively Islamic, but very close to familiar European gender discourses of for- 
mer generations. 

In the third section, Islamic paradigms and trajectories are central. Haifaa 

Jawad brings forward the Sufi paradigm. Sufism has been and continues to 
be an important agent for conversion to Islam. She outlines how the Sufis’ 
theological emphasis upon feminine values pertaining to the family and the 
feminine element in spiritual life can be attractive to women in the West. 
Gwendolyn Zoharah Simmons uses her own experiences to contextual- 
ize conversion to Islam in the United States amongst African Americans. 
She particularly focuses on the Nation of Islam (NOI). She traces the attrac- 
tion of the NOI to black-nationalist sensibilities on the part of the converts, 
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which are a product of their exclusion from mainstream American life, Sh: 
analyzes the gender discourse in the NOI and the subordination of womenin 
the organization. 

Margot Badran compares life stories of female converts from the Nether 
lands, England, and South Africa. During her research on Islamic feminismit 
became clear that converts are particularly important in articulating Islamic 
feminist discourses. She details women’s trajectories toward a feminist un 


derstanding of Islam. 

In the final section, transmission and creation of Islamic identities are ex 
amined. Nicole Bourque focuses on Scottish female converts to Islam and the 
way they re-create and renegotiate religious, national, and gender identities 
She demonstrates that the creation of a new Muslim identity also entails the 
embodiment of this new identity by taking up new bodily practices. 

Marcia Hermansen addresses the transmission of female Muslim identity 
by converts in the West. She focuses on mothers who converted between 
1967 and 1980 and analyzes how they have tried to raise their daughters as 
Muslims. Her interviews with converted mothers suggest that despite the 
challenges of transmitting an identity that the mothers chose with great 
conviction but that daughters inherit, many, but not all, daughters absorb 
and retain a Muslim identity. The presence of a community of Muslims and 
a Muslim peer group, as well as a committed Muslim father, is influential 
in the converts’ successful transmission of Muslim identities to the next 


generation. 


Notes 
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20 CONTEXTUALIZING CONVERS 


Americans to Islam has not abated, with one report estimating that thy 
thousand are converting per year? 

Conversion to Islam has recently surfaced as an issue in the public 
course that aims at restricting the political and missionary activity ofl 
lims in the United States. Since 9/11 several converts, including those} 
media have dubbed the “jihadist” John Walker Lindt, the “dirty bom 
Jose Padilla, and “military chaplain” James J. Yee, have been accused of; 
laboration with the enemy and featured prominently in the press. This 
led Senator Charles Schumer of New York to call for an investigation oft 
cational institutions that prepare Muslims for chaplaincy positions ink 
United States. Others have sought the monitoring of Islamic organizatin 
that work for conversion of Americans. Daniel Pipes, who was appoitlt 
by President Bush to the United States Institute for Peace and has appoints 

himself as the chief arbiter of moderate Islam, has called for a public inqus 
tion of Muslim leaders. One of the defining questions that he believes wou! 
ferret out who is a moderate and who is an extremist terrorist is whethet 
Muslim is willing to renounce the Quranic commission to propagate lax 
From his viewpoint, the goal of converting others to Islam may be consin 
as concealing questionable motives and even promoting terrorism, andi 
the final analysis must be deemed as an anti-American activity. 
For some, the conversion of American women to Islam has been very put 
zling. Muslim women seem always to have been intriguing to Amencas 
Their perceived exploitation and suppression by Muslim men have dnve 
the main plot line of many a novel and movie.‘ The concept of Muslim won 
anhood conjures up images of harems, sensuality, and abuse. For over tt 
tury American missionaries have sought to fashion Muslim women in the! 
image, which has amounted to liberating them from an Islam that the ms 
sionaries perceived as relegating women to subservience, second-class statis 
a polygamous environment, and physical and sexual abuse. They saw this? 
a way to gain for Muslim women the right to equal status, equal treatm. 
and equal inheritance.’ Coming out of this heritage, many Americans tot! 
find the conversion of American women to Islam bewildering. “How cou 
they find anything attractive in that religion!” 

Converts to Islam, whether male or female and especially if they are whi 
have proven to be very important to immigrant Muslims. The fact of conv" 
sion signals the claim of Islam to be relevant in all times and places, ev 
in the West. High-visibility converts are often featured speakers at Mus!" 
gatherings. Their presence offers an assurance of the viability of Islam in th 
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American context and is a source of pride for Muslim parents, who are eager 
to show their children that such well-known figures have opted for Islam 
over the temptations of popular American culture. This essay, which is based 
on a variety of sources—published reports, Web site postings, and extensive 
interviews held over the last twenty years—is an attempt to provide an over- 
view of the phenomenon of conversion of American women to Islam. While 
a growing number of newspaper articles deal with women converts to Islam 
since 9/11, very little academic study of this phenomenon has been done. I 
will try to answer such questions as why these women convert and what it 
is that they convert to, dealing also with the relations between immigrants 
and white converts. 


Da'wa in the West 


The first Muslim missionary to the United States belonged to the Ahmadiyya 
Movement in Islam (Haddad and Smith 1993, 49-78), which had developed 
as a counter to intensive Christian missionary activity in India during the 
nineteenth century. Its missionary outreach in the United States dates back 
to the Centennial Exhibition. The initial goal of the Ahmadiyya missionar- 
ies in the United States was to create an environment hospitable to Muslim 
immigrants by engaging in outreach and trying to convert white Americans. 
While they were able to convert a few individuals, they were rejected by the 
immigrants, who deemed their message heretical. They soon realized that 
their efforts would bear more fruit if they concentrated on African Ameri- 
cans. The message they preached aimed at offering African Americans an 
alternative identity and a way to bracket the problems of race in America. It 
raised the consciousness of African Americans about their history, including 
the fact that many of them were descendants of Muslims who had been forc- 
ibly converted to Christianity. Ahmadis reminded them that their ancestors 
had forged one of the greatest civilizations in world history. They preached 
that only Islam contains an inherently egalitarian creed that did not dis- 
criminate against believers of different races. Only Islam provided a means 
to unite African Americans with African Muslims and all Muslim peoples 
abroad, a potent source of strength and community. The work of the Ahmadi- 
yya influenced the emergence of several heterodox Islamic groups, including 
the Moorish Science Temple (Haddad and Smith 1993, 79-104; Allen 2000), 
the Nation of Islam (Gardell 1994), the Five Percenters (Haddad and Smith 
1993, 109-132), and Ansaru Allah (Haddad and Smith 1993, 105-136). Since 
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1975, Warith Deen Muhammad has led the Nation of Islam into the Sunni 
movement. More recently, although there has been a growth in the number 
of Hispanic converts to Islam in the United States, the largest number of US. 
converts continues to be African American males. The second-largest con 
vert cohort is white women. 
“Dawa” emerged, in the United States during the twentieth century, a 
the word of choice to delineate preaching and propagation of the message 
of Islam. With the growth of labor emigration from Muslim nations to the 
West, the question was raised concerning the legitimacy of Muslims living 
in non-Muslim nations (Abou El Fadl 2000). Commitment to da'wa has in 
some Muslim circles become the condition that sanctions emigration and 
settlement in a nation not governed by the laws of Islam. The initial waming 
by Muslim leaders was from the Jamaati Islami of the Indian subcontinent 
such as Mawlana Abu al A’la al-Mawdudi and Sayyid Ali Nadvi that Muslims 
should not live in the West lest they be led astray. This warning was later re 
assessed by Mawdudi, who reportedly told his followers that since the West 
guarantees freedom of religion and freedom of propagation, Muslims were 
to justify their sojourn by engaging in witnessing to the truth of Islam. This 
task is not to be restricted to a specially trained cadre of missionaries; rather, 
it is acommandment to all believers, an idea that became dominant during 
the latter part of the twentieth century. 
Khurram Murad of the Jamaati Islami of Pakistan expounded on this 
theme when he was at the Islamic Foundation of Leicester in Great Britain 
(1978-1986). His publications on the topic became must reading for young 
Muslims seeking to understand their role in the United States. Several of his 
books, including Da‘wa among Non-Muslims (1986) and Islamic Movements!" 
the West (1983), set out the guidelines for da'wa, its method and content. fo! 
Murad, the message of Islam is neither progressive nor liberal; rather, it 
eternal and unchanging. Conversion is to the ultimate truth, a “reversion’!? 
the original nature of man, since all humans are born Muslim. He advocat®! 
a global agenda. Muslims must emphasize the fact that the Islamic ummé" 
(worldwide community of Muslims) is not one among other nations, a met 
other; rather, it is for all humanity, the universal community of believers: He 
warned against disputations and debates. Most importantly, the goal of dav? 
is to win the individual to the truth, not to win the argument (Murad 1985 
16-17). 
Da'wa among white Americans was assumed by Muslim foreign studem™ 
on American campuses and the immigrants who settled after the revoca!” 


to 
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of the Asia Exclusion Act in 1965. The Muslim Student Association (MSA), 
formed by a small group of students in 1963, became the most effective in- 
strument of propagation of the faith in North America. It was conceived as 
a project to fashion a core group of dedicated young Muslims committed to 
the vision of creating Islamic states that would act as a firewall to the spread 
of communism. These young people were expected upon their return to 
their homelands to become the vanguard of the Islamic future, in the process 
transforming the world by promoting and concretizing an ideal Islamic sys- 
tem. Its alumni who decided to settle in the United States formed the Islamic 
Society of North America (ISNA), a decision they justified by engaging in an 
effort to promote da‘wa. While the primary goal of da'wa was to maintain the 
immigrants and their children in the faith and provide a shield from the se- 
ductive American environment, Society members did take on the challenge 

of witnessing to the American people. 

The Islamic Society of North America, as well as several other umbrella 
organizations such as the Tableeghi Jamaat and the Islamic Circle of North 
America, has become enthusiastically engaged in da'wa activity. Their mem- 
bers take seriously the individual duty of inviting others to the faith. Their 
primary outreach, however, is to Muslim immigrants to engage them in 
their mosque organizations, given the fact that the majority of Muslim im 
migrants are secular and unmosqued. Several foreign da'wa organizations 
that flourished in the 1970s, such as the Muslim World League, Dar al-Iftah 
of Saudi Arabia, the World Organization of Islamic Services of Iran, and the 
Islamic Heritage Society of Kuwait, as well as the World Assembly of Muslim 
Youth, began to support da'wa activity in the United States. 

Influencing the MSA and ISNA was the work of Temple University profes 
sor Isma‘il al-Faruqi, who promoted a vision of da'wa in the United States 
with the hope of converting its population to Islam. He also hoped to wean 
Muslim students from feelings of gratitude and subservience to America, 
hence his three-pronged program: education, propagation, and community 
building. Al-Faruqi’s message was contextualized in the American milieu. 

He pointed to American discourse in the media and school textbooks that 
presents Islam as the religion of the sword and one that is devoid of culture 
and civilization, a discourse that depicts Muslims as “barbarians, religious fa- 
natics, and uncivilized people” bent on subjugating the world. He developed 
a program that presented Islam as a total way of life. With his convert wife 
Lamya he taught the students to recognize and appreciate the Islamic con- 
tribution to world civilization, to appreciate the distinctive role of women 
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in Islam, to rid themselves of all vestiges of colonial subservience, and tobe 
come engaged in transforming the Muslim world (Shafig 1994, 36-38). 
Al-Farugi believed that for da‘wa to succeed, it had to be grounded in ed. 
ucation and rational thought. He urged his students to begin with student 
unity and create a worldwide ummah converted to the faith, bound by com- 
mitment to the goal of redeeming the world through Islam. He created the 
Da‘wa Movement of North America (also known as al-‘Urwa al-Wuthqa). The 
model to be striven for is an Islamic community of all colors, races, and ne- 
tionalities. He initiated a program of instruction for members of the Nation 
of Islam to help them understand the true teachings of Islam. He recruited 
fifteen students to operate the da'wa program. They organized classes of 
twenty-five to thirty students and provided intensive instruction in the true 
faith, avoiding argumentation and controversy. He also instituted a biweekly 
imam training program (Shafiq 1994, 46-48) and urged his students to do 
outreach to prisons and mosques and to lecture at schools and churches. 
Al-Farugi’s project was universal in scope. Its outreach effort was aimed at 
“born-Muslims” and people of other faiths, as well as agnostics and atheists. 
He established the International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT) to pro: 
duce Islamic knowledge for the modern world, with branches in Bangladesh, 
Belgium, Cyprus, Egypt, England, India, Jordan, Lebanon, Malaysia, Morocco, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey (Shafiq 1994,%)) 
In the United States, the IIIT focused on both immigrant Muslims engagedia 
the mosque movement, in order to ground them in the proper interpretation 
of the faith, and converts, both Anglo and African American. 


The Message of Islam to North America 


Al-Faruqi depicted the West as suffering from a deep void that could only be 
filled by the teachings of Islam. Muslims could teach the West a sense of he 
man dignity, as well as the importance and centrality of the family and the 
equality of men and women. They were to strive to become a living exampl® 
a model of the ideal family, a witness to the West. The family was ce" 
to the regeneration of American society, which was in dire need of Musli® 
values to help reduce the divorce rate, to teach sexual abstinence before mat 
riage, to care for children, and to provide a support system. He believed tht 
Americans suffered from spiritual bankruptcy, and that Muslims could he 

heal the pain and suffering of a society gone astray. Islam would cure" 

United States of Hellenized Christianity, which focused on the inca™!” 
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the Trinity, and the crucifixion (Shafig 1994, 48). The goal was to redeem 
America from its waywardness and return it to the worship of God, to pro- 
vide Americans with a better option for a life of devotion and dedication to 
the service of humanity. Islam would offer a wholesome alternative to young 
Americans who appeared to be tured off by American values and culture, 
young people who were engaged in self-destructive activities, hippies adopt- 
ing Hindu religious traditions or overdosing on drugs. For al-Farugi, the only 
justification for living in the West was to promote Islam. 

One of the basic texts that al-Faruqi encouraged his students to use in their 
da'wa is Hammudah Abd al-Ati’s Islam in Focus (1978), a book that contin- 
ues to be widely distributed as part of a da'wa package by various missionary 
organizations in the United States.? The text engages Christian missionary 
diatribes about Islam head-on and attempts to refute their denigration of the 
faith, in its place providing a calm and rational argument. For example, Abd 
al-Ati is among the first Muslims in North America to refute the accusations 
that Islam is a violent religion that demands conversion by the sword. He ar- 
gued that the word “Islam” is derived from the Arabic root word “slm,” peace, 


and that 


Islam is the religion of peace in the fullest sense of the term; that unjust war was never 
among its teachings; that aggression was never in its tenets or tolerated by it; that 
force was never employed to impose it on anyone; that the expansion of Islam was 
never due to compulsion or oppression; that misappropriation was never forgivable 
by God or acceptable to Islam; and that whoever distorts or misrepresents the Islamic 

teachings will do more harm to his own self and his associates than to Islam. (Abd 

al-Ati 1978, 152) 

For Abd al-Ati, “Contrary to popular misconceptions, Islam or submission 
to the will of God, together with obedience to His Law, does not mean in any 
way loss of individual freedom or surrender to fatalism” (Abd al-Ati 1978, 7). 
Islam provides freedom from worship of false deities, freedom from supersti- 
tion and sin; it frees the self from greed, vanity, envy, insecurity, and tension. 
He provides a simple, convincing description of a reified Islamic faith that 
provides a compelling argument for its veracity, its ability to solve many of 
the social problems that afflict North Americans, such as racism and gender 
issues, while at the same time offering an alternate image of women and the 
family (Abd al-Ati 1978, 8-9; Abd al-Ati 1977). 

Bearing this in mind, the Islamic concept maintains that religion is not 
only a spiritual and intellectual necessity but also a social and universal 
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need. Its purpose is not to bewilder man but to guide him; not to debasehin 
but to elevate his moral nature; not to deprive him of anything useful, ori 
burden him, or to oppress his qualities, but to open for him inexhaustibl 
treasures of sound thinking and right action; not to confine him to naoy 
limits but to launch him into wide horizons of truth and goodness (Abdal 
Ati 1978, 30). 

Another theme, according to Abd al-Ati, in the message of Islam to North 
Americans is the similarity between Islam and the other monotheistic faiths 
From this perspective, Jews and Christians converting to Islam are not opt 
ing for an exotic religion, nor are they becoming apostate from their inher 
ited faith. Rather, Islam is the fulfillment of the promise of both Judaism ani 
Christianity, a return to the simplicity of the divine, purified, authentic mes 
sage. Islam supersedes both religions and offers a more pluralistic and uni- 
versal vision. 

Abd al-Ati devoted ten pages out of his two-hundred-page book to discuss 
ing Jesus in Islam. Increasingly, it is apparent that Muslims find Jesus and 
Mary to be useful points for contact, for dialogue, and for engaging Chris 
tians.*° The emphasis is on the veneration and respect of Jesus as a prophet 
of God who was not crucified, because God would not abandon his prophet 
It is not that Islam denies that a crucifixion took place; rather, that Jesus was 
not crucified, but the Romans believed that they had killed him (Abd al-At 
1978, 163). 

Abd al-Ati’s book addresses other perennial topics, such as the role o! 
women, polygamy, and easy divorce, that Europeans and North Americans 
have raised in criticizing Islam.” He also refutes other Muslims who have 
argued that marriage in Islam “is a business deal negotiated by two partners, 

and that there is a consensus among Islamic jurists that the marriage contrac! 
is a mere contract sanctioning the man’s having sex with a partner. Rathet 
for Abd al-Ati, “It is something solemn, something sacred, and it would be 
erroneous to define it in simply physical or material and secular terms” (Abd 
al-Ati 1978, 179). 

Abd al-Ati also addressed the role and status of women in Islam. He a 
gued that males and females have equal rights and responsibilities, but n0! 
identical roles. “Equality is desirable, just, fair; but sameness is not. People 
are not created identical but they are created equal. With this distinction i9 
mind, there is no room to imagine that woman is inferior to man, There is 1° 
ground to assume that she is less important than he just because her rights 

are not identically the same as his. Had her status been identical with his 
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she would have been simply a duplicate of him, which she is not” (Abd al-Ati 
1978, 185). He went on to describe how women in other systems have fought 
hard to gain rights given to them begrudgingly because of shortage of man- 
power, economic needs, or wars. He questioned whether the rights granted 
to women in the West were what women really wanted. Regardless, what 
Islam has endowed is perfect and right. “Whether all women were pleased 
with these circumstances being on their side, and whether they are happy 
and satisfied with the results of this course is a different matter. But the fact 
remains that whatever rights modern woman enjoys fall short of those of her 
Muslim counterpart. What Islam has established for woman is that which 
suits her nature, gives her full security and protects her against disgraceful 
circumstances and uncertain channels of life” (Abd al-Ati 1978, 186). 

The kind of da'wa material provided by Faruqi and Abd al-Ati affirms that 
Islam is beautiful. It is attractive to all who are able to see it in all its mag 
nificence. In this literature, Muslims are assured that people will convert 
“upon seeing true Muslims and their lifestyle.”"? They are thus urged to live 
up to the ideal, since their lifestyle is a witness not only to the faith, but more 
importantly, to its serenity and peace. It is convincing through its simplic 
ity and rationality and enticing when lived according to its tenets. Islam is 
reified as an ideal, a total way of life whose rituals involve the minutiae of 
daily life, providing for happiness in this world and felicity in the hereafter. 
Its guidelines govern this life, a haven from the hedonistic society where one 


can find rest from a troubled life and regain human dignity and worth. 


The Conversion Experience’ 


While the articulation of Islam and its teaching for Westerners is important 
in appealing to seekers, crucial for many of the converts were their initial en 
counters with Muslims—friends, classmates, boyfriends, spouses, acquain 
tances, and neighbors who took the time and had the patience to explain, 
to mentor and guide. Converts often write that they were impressed by the 
inner peace, serenity, and strength of belief they witnessed in these Muslims. 
For many, their investigation of Islam was initiated by curiosity, a quest for 
knowledge or spiritual fulfillment. Many report that they began to look into 
Islam and to learn more without any intent to convert 
Some of the women who have related their stories are “serial converts,” 

those who have set out on a spiritual journey, studied numerous religious 


traditions, converted to a variety of faiths before looking into Islam. Their 


28 


CONTEXTUALIZING CONT: 


encounter with Islam was often described asa part of their Ongoing si 
journey. “As you see I did not choose it at first sight and without i 
at all; on the contrary, I became a Muslim after examining Islam iia 
looking for the possible faults in it and finding their answers, and rxiy 
the conclusion that it is an immaculate religion. Now | boast about beg 
Muslim.” 

Some of the women emphasized their intellectual connection to ta 

Though they said that they had been fairly content and securein thems, 
they had genuine intellectual issues with Christianity. These indivitn, 
tended to begin their study of Islam out of curiosity. “When I fist sux 
to study Islam, I did not expect to find anything that I needed or wantei 
my personal life. Little did 1 know that Islam would change my life” My 
wrote that the evidence in Islam's favor was too compelling to deny Th 
individuals did not deny the spiritual aspect of Islam, but claimed that ie 
were able to use the intellect along with the heart in Islam (general tis 
was mentioned as a contrast to their experiences with Christianity), May 
claimed that once they had encountered the intellectual evidence oflsz 
they had “no choice” but to convert. Some were impressed by the ‘me 
logic” of Islam and referred to the wisdom of Islam as “common sens’ 4 
one convert wrote: “It was the wonderful logic, the pure commonsense ind 
Islamic teachings which attracted me so much.” 

Some apparently stumbled on the faith while shopping around forsoot 
thing that made sense in America’s supermarket of religions. ‘joined tt 
Christian and Islamic societies and all three political parties. I wanted ot 
plore all the possibilities in order to dismiss them.”” 

Others report that they have been “captured by the Quran.” In sever 
the testimonials, reading the text is often described as an integral part ofa 
individual’s conversion to Islam. Some recount an emotional response! 
their first encounter with the text. “The reading of the Quran and the hadi! 

of the Prophet is what captured me. I went through a very odd experen* 
whereby for a whole week it took me to read the Qur'an I couldn't sleep atl 
seemed to toss and turn all night in a feverish sweat. I had strange and vir 
dreams about religious topics, and when I would get up all] wanted to dov* 
continue reading the Quran. I didn’t even study for my final exams whit 
were happening at the same time!” (Anway 1995, 34). 

Some report having been impressed by the scientific aspects of the Qui” 

“I was amazed at the scientific knowledge in the Qur'an, which is not take? 


from the Bible as some would have you believe. I was getting my degre ip 
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microbiology at that time, and was particularly impressed with the descrip- 
tion of the embryological process, and so much more.”* As another convert 
put it, “The Qur'an speaks of embryonic development, cloud formation, and 
other recent scientific knowledge. It made sense.” 

Others tended to focus on the intellectual appeal of the Qur'an. They often 

explained that the clarity and logic of the Qur'an are what influenced them 
most. Many experts on the Qur'an are confounded by the converts’ conten- 
tion that the Qur'an is easier to read and understand than the Bible, or that it 
does not have anything in it that a person cannot understand. The majority 
have read the Qur'an in Yusuf Ali’s translation and exposition (1989), a fact 
that led a professor of the Qur'an to dismiss them as converting to “Yusuf Ali 
Islam.” Its commentary provides tightly scripted information that smoothes 
over controversial sections and provides reinterpretations as a defense of the 
Qur'an and its message which had been developed over a century of encoun 
ter and debates with evangelical Christian missionaries. 

Another important theme in conversion narratives relates to the nega- 
tive experiences the converts had had with Christianity. Many converts wit- 
nessed hypocrisy among Christians or did not approve of the new “trends” in 
various denominations. They accused religious leaders of causing the crisis 
within the Christian church that has rendered it unprepared for the chal- 
lenges young women face in today’s world. For some, the Judaism and Chnis- 
tianity of their parents need revamping in order to provide a spiritual home 
where all are welcome, where chosenness and election are not a barrier that 
requires coercion or exclusion. 


A couple years after college I began learning about Islam. I remember being utterly 

shocked when I first began reading, as I discovered the universal theory I had been 

looking for, the rejection of moral relativism, the explicit rejection of racism and sex- 
ism, the rejection of nationalism, and a strong emphasis on personal responsibility 
and social justice. It is important to make very clear that] converted to Islam because 
I wanted a sincere connection to God. The main reason for my conversion was a 
spiritual emptiness that I felt, an emptiness that Islam filled. What was so shocking 
to me was that Islam fulfilled me both spiritually and spoke to me politically and 
intellectually as well. It is a holistic philosophy in the truest sense.° 


A large number of the women converts discussed, to varying degrees, the 
theological superiority of Islam over Christianity as an important reason for 
their conversion. Problems with Christian theology they identified included 


the perennial doctrines that have set the two faiths apart: the concepts of 
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incarnation and Trinity, the divinity of Jesus, crucifixion, and the doctrine 
original sin. Many said that they had been troubled by confusing and cm 
plicated theological notions in Christianity. Some described the appeal 
the pure monotheism of Islam, presented not as a polemic, but ina rat 
nal, scientific exposition. Others insisted that they always “knew” that the, 
could only be one God and that Jesus could not possibly be God. Still ot 
ers wrote that when they encountered Islam, they found that its teaching 
matched their own beliefs. They had finally arrived home. Or “This is wiz 
I had always felt in my heart.”?* Or “I found a religion that fit what! alrea 
believed.”?? Or “Everything I read was exactly how felt inside me” (in Anwa 
1995, 38). Or “I found that all along I shared the beliefs taught through bla 
but never had a name for it” (Anway 1995, 42). 
Other testimonials focused on the fact that their questions and douts 
about Christianity as young people had not been acknowledged, or wee 
avoided, by the adults. They reported that religious leaders had no answa 
but told them to “have faith” or to believe blindly in what they coulda 
understand. “Throughout my childhood, I always felt like things were nt 
right and when I began questioning people that actually took the time 
listen they told me many times to ‘just have faith.’”*? Another reported ti! 
“As a young girl born in the Northwest of the USA, my dream was to bec 
a nun. It was then I started having misgivings about Catholic doctrines! 
gravitated towards the Protestant faiths. The trinity was a lingering con 
for me. I often just tried ‘to have faith’ but my own logic overruled this“ 
other wrote: “I had studied very deeply, but I always felt that the hard qv! 
tions went unanswered.”*5 
There appears to be little awareness among the converts who have pos# 
or published their conversion narratives of the development of Is» 
thought and its rich history of intellectual debates. The conversion 1a 
tives lack any reference to intellectual challenges that Islam has not 
able to resolve or questions that have not been answered. The texts they? 
are self-assured and persuasive. Many remarked that Islam was more [” 
than Christianity and less influenced by humans. “Muslims don't keeps 
ing their goal-posts. Christianity changes; it seems so wishy-washy” 
ers focused on the fact that the message of Islam is simple and univer’ 
contrast to what they considered to be the convoluted and diluted mess#@" 
Christianity. Christian doctrines did not make sense, they claimed, whe? 
in Islam everything can be answered with no requirement fora leap of 
(In reality, while the term “leap of faith” comes from Christian theo” 
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writings, the Qur'an and centuries of Muslim theological interpretation have 


drawn a clear distinction between islam as simple submission and iman as 
the full response to God in faith.) A persistent theme was the notion that all 
theological answers could be found in Islam. “Islam for me gives me peace of 
mind because I don’t have to understand the trinity and how God is ‘three in 
one’ or that God died on the cross. For me Islam supplies the answers” (in An- 
way 1995, 37). Another wrote, “Islam cooled me out. It helped me to find God 
without all of the hang-ups and guilt I felt as a Christian” (Anway 1995, 33). 

Virtually all convert testimony describes the difficulties the women had 
in explaining their decision to their families. Their encounters ranged from 
complete acceptance to dramatic stories of rejection. In one extreme exam- 
ple a woman recounted her loss of her husband, children, and job. Others lost 
custody of their children or their marriages broke apart. Some families saw 
the conversion of their daughter as betrayal of their values and culture. Some 
converts report that their parents refused to see them after their conversion; 
others said that their mothers were ashamed to be seen with them wearing 
“shabby clothes.” Some were told that they were going to hell. Many of the 
converts experienced some sense of alienation from families and friends. 

On the other hand, some report that their decision to convert was ac- 
cepted and even welcomed. Some described parents who were “just happy 
they were following a path to God.””” Others report families that were ini- 
tially very upset, but became more accepting. In a few instances, converts 
were able to convert other members of their family. One woman reported 
converting her entire family, as well as at least thirty other friends.** One in- 
terviewee reported that upon conversion, she divided the bedroom with a 
sheet and told her Christian husband that he was now a forbidden stranger 
and refused to relate to him until he finally converted in order to save the 
marriage. The families of some converts saw conversion to Islam as a sign 
of support for terrorism. One woman reported that her mother asked her, 
“What's the matter with you, do you love Osama bin Laden? Do you want to 
be his wife?” Many wrote that their families considered this to be a tempo- 
rary “phase.” Consistently the hijab seemed to be a bigger issue for families 
and friends than the conversion itself. This visible display of Islam was seen 
as too radical. Family members were often concerned about what neighbors 
and other people would think about the change in wardrobe. 

While some of the women interviewed report that the acceptance of Is- 
lam led to the conversion of their friends and acquaintances and to their 
making wonderful, accepting new friends, others described the painful loss 
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incarnation and Trinity, the divinity of Jesus, crucifixion, and the doctrine, 
original sin. Many said that they had been troubled by confusing and co 
plicated theological notions in Christianity. Some described the appeal 
the pure monotheism of Islam, presented not as a polemic, but ina rip 
nal, scientific exposition. Others insisted that they always “knew” that the; 
could only be one God and that Jesus could not possibly be God. Still ot 
ers wrote that when they encountered Islam, they found that its teaching 
matched their own beliefs. They had finally arrived home. Or “This is why 
I had always felt in my heart.””* Or “I found a religion that fit what J alreai 
believed.” Or “Everything I read was exactly how] felt inside me” (in Ania 
1995, 38). Or “I found that all along I shared the beliefs taught through lsin 
but never had a name for it” (Anway 1995, 42). 
Other testimonials focused on the fact that their questions and dows 
about Christianity as young people had not been acknowledged, or wee 
avoided, by the adults. They reported that religious leaders had no answs 
but told them to “have faith” or to believe blindly in what they could m 
understand. “Throughout my childhood, I always felt like things were n! 
right and when I began questioning people that actually took the time 
listen they told me many times to ‘just have faith.’”*? Another reported tt 
“As a young girl born in the Northwest of the USA, my dream was to becutt 
a nun. It was then I started having misgivings about Catholic doctrine! 
gravitated towards the Protestant faiths. The trinity was a lingering concet 
for me. I often just tried ‘to have faith’ but my own logic overruled this” 
other wrote: “I had studied very deeply, but I always felt that the hard qv 
tions went unanswered.”*5 
There appears to be little awareness among the converts who have pst! 
or published their conversion narratives of the development of Isl 
thought and its rich history of intellectual debates. The conversion ma 
tives lack any reference to intellectual challenges that Islam has not be 
able to resolve or questions that have not been answered. The texts they 
are self-assured and persuasive. Many remarked that Islam was more )* 
than Christianity and less influenced by humans. “Muslims don't keep v 
ing their goal-posts. Christianity changes; it seems so wishy-washy.” 0 
ers focused on the fact that the message of Islam is simple and univer” 
contrast to what they considered to be the convoluted and diluted messif! 
Christianity. Christian doctrines did not make sense, they claimed, whet “4 
in Islam everything can be answered with no requirement fora leap oft 
(In reality, while the term “leap of faith” comes from Christian theo” 
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writings, the Qur'an and centuries of Muslim theological interpretation have 
drawn a clear distinction between islam as simple submission and iman as 
the full response to God in faith.) A persistent theme was the notion that all 
theological answers could be found in Islam. “Islam for me gives me peace of 
mind because I don't have to understand the trinity and how God is ‘three in 
one’ or that God died on the cross. For me Islam supplies the answers” (in An- 
way 1995, 37). Another wrote, “Islam cooled me out. It helped me to find God 
without all of the hang-ups and guilt I felt as a Christian” (Anway 1995, 33). 

Virtually all convert testimony describes the difficulties the women had 
in explaining their decision to their families. Their encounters ranged from 
complete acceptance to dramatic stories of rejection. In one extreme exam- 
ple a woman recounted her loss of her husband, children, and job. Others lost 
custody of their children or their marriages broke apart. Some families saw 
the conversion of their daughter as betrayal of their values and culture. Some 
converts report that their parents refused to see them after their conversion; 
others said that their mothers were ashamed to be seen with them wearing 
“shabby clothes.” Some were told that they were going to hell. Many of the 
converts experienced some sense of alienation from families and friends. 

On the other hand, some report that their decision to convert was ac- 
cepted and even welcomed. Some described parents who were “just happy 
they were following a path to God.””” Others report families that were ini- 
tially very upset, but became more accepting. In a few instances, converts 
were able to convert other members of their family. One woman reported 
converting her entire family, as well as at least thirty other friends.** One in- 
terviewee reported that upon conversion, she divided the bedroom with a 
sheet and told her Christian husband that he was now a forbidden stranger 
and refused to relate to him until he finally converted in order to save the 
marriage. The families of some converts saw conversion to Islam as a sign 
of support for terrorism. One woman reported that her mother asked her, 
“What's the matter with you, do you love Osama bin Laden? Do you want to 
be his wife?”?? Many wrote that their families considered this to be a tempo- 
rary “phase.” Consistently the hijab seemed to be a bigger issue for families 
and friends than the conversion itself. This visible display of Islam was seen 
as too radical. Family members were often concerned about what neighbors 
and other people would think about the change in wardrobe. 

While some of the women interviewed report that the acceptance of Is- 
lam led to the conversion of their friends and acquaintances and to their 
making wonderful, accepting new friends, others described the painful loss 
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of lifelong friends. Still others described the difficulty of explaining to people 
how they could be a Muslim, since Islam is generally identified with a foreign 
ethnicity. Many wrote about the frustration of constantly having to combat 
the assumption that women only converted to Islam for marriage. Many of 
the testimonials emphasized that a romantic relationship was not the main 
reason for conversion, even if they had married a Muslim man. Their critics 
said that their conversion was due simply to the fact that they wanted to get 
married. It is the case that despite the fact that Islamic law allows a Muslin 
man to marry a Christian or a Jewish woman, in most instances the Muslin 
men refrain from marrying women who do not convert. 


Why Do They Convert? 


Some converts identify the daily discipline and specific requirements oflslam 
as a crucial reason for their conversion. Islamic guidelines provide reasoned 
answers to their quest for a structured life, for boundaries and proscriptions, 
as well as demands for scrupulous adherence to prescriptions. Many re 
ported that they have enjoyed having a “guide for life” that is precise and all 
encompassing, clear and unambiguous, and that provides protection from 
sedition and a haven from a depraved society. Some converts described their 
Satisfaction in living their lives according to specific rules, regular respon- 
sibilities, and a tightly regimented way of life. The daily prayers, emphasis 
on personal responsibility, and the clear moral message of Islam were also 
appealing to many converts. “I thought it was genius to pray five times day. 
It is more comprehensive than Christianity. It’s a total package.”?° 

Others felt that their lifestyle had much in common with that prescribed 
by Islam. “For a number of years, I had been living a Muslim life without 
knowing it” (in Anway 1995, 42). They discover that their preference for 
modesty and chastity is not strange or defiant but is confirmed as a model 
way of life. It is the highest attainment of living in accordance with divine 
prescriptions. 

A fundamental appeal of Islam evident in the testimonials is the strong 
community bonds and kinship that converts feel with other Muslim wome? 
A large number of converts report that they were attracted to Islam becau* 
of the supportive community it provides, support they lacked prior to thei! 
conversion. Many report that they had sensed that they did not “fit in’ s” 
cially and were aware and concerned about how they were perceived by 
others. Some discussed their experiences with dark periods of depressio” 
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Conversion provided them not only with a ready-made accepting commu- 
nity, but a community that revered them as special and worthy of respect. 
Some report that while formerly they had been greatly concerned about the 
perceptions of their colleagues, of how they looked, how overweight they 
were, what values they held, what lifestyle choices they made, with conver- 
sion they were able to shed this burden and appear comfortable with who 
they had become. “I was looking for peace. I'd had a rough past. My teenage 
years weren't great; I was bullied at school, people called me fat and ugly, and 
I was looking for something to make me happy.... When you walk into a 
mosque you feel really peaceful. Praying five times a day is really focused. It 
gives you a purpose in your life. The Koran is like a guide to help you; when 
you read it, it makes you feel better.”3! For others, it was the attainment of a 
spiritual awakening after conversion: “Islam made me realize that there is 
more to life than our physical bodies.”3? Those who describe themselves as 
social misfits prior to their conversion, not belonging in any social or reli- 
gious group, deeply appreciate the closeness they feel to their new Muslim 
sisters. “I was not very happy. I felt lost, I was drifting. I didn’t feel like I be- 
longed in my society,” said one.*3 “If you come from a cold, WASP New En- 
gland culture,” wrote another, “the hugging and hospitality you get from Arab 
sisters is just wonderful.”3* What would appear at first to be a radical choice, 

a flouting of difference, can be seen as a means of finding confidence in thé 
rightness of their choice and the superiority of their faith commitment. 

A family-centered lifestyle appears to be greatly appreciated by convert 
women, since it provides for automatic inclusiveness and participation in 
shared activities and celebrations, as well as genuine mutual caring. “I fell 
in love with the Muslims whose actual biological family members I could 
not distinguish because all children were regarded the same and all parents 
were truly like brothers and sisters in one huge family.”35 The emphasis on 
family seems especially important to those who view Western society as de- 
valuing traditional family relations. Included in the understanding of family 
for some converts is the focus on motherhood and the conservative values 
embodied in home-schooling children and trying to be a good wife. 

Many appear to welcome the concept of the distinct responsibilities and 
duties within male/female relationships expressed in Islam. They com- 
mented on the importance of the fact that the equality granted to men and 
women in the Quran provided for different roles and functions for each 
gender, Some like the idea of a division of labor where it is a man’s duty to 
provide for his wife and family, while the duty of a woman is to raise the 
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children. “My husband has been kind and generous to me and allowed me}; 

make decisions in our home. When I wanted to leave my teacher/counsely 
position before our first child was bom, he willingly accepted my decision\; 
stay at home and never asked me to keep working to help pay our expense 
(in Anway 1995, 87). Others feel that true liberation of women comes inte 
ing liberated from having to work. “The one right I have that’s very important 
to me is not having to work and getting the chance to be with my daughter 
It also is nice to have my husband provide for me at my standards and above 
without [my] really asking. I feel the home is for the wife and mother, and] 
love it” (in Anway 1995, 89). 

One immigrant described the converts as “the collateral damage’ of 
American feminism. Most have rejected the dominant contemporary par: 
digms of American womanhood and tend to view feminists as selfish and 
self-centered. Some feel more comfortable in an environment that is not con 
structed on female competition for male attention. “I like the fact that ther 
are rules in place, the segregation of the sexes, more respect for women’ 
Converts are impressed by the Muslim emphasis on equality of the sexes. 
They are also impressed with the teaching that there are different roles fo 
men and women and want the respect that they believe Muslim men hare 
for women. They find the price of freedom promised by American feminist 
to be too steep and dehumanizing. Feminists, they believe, are complicit in 
freeing men froma sense of responsibility toward women and the family and 
have revolutionized society to the end that it has brought about the break 
down of family values. They believe that American feminism is a distortion 
of nature, and condemn it as degrading to women. “Feminism has not libe 
ated women; rather, it has liberated men from responsibility. In the proces 
it has enslaved women. They have become imitators of men, not free to bt 

~themselves, always in the process of measuring up to the men.” 

Others rejected American feminism as a way of life that is based on self 
ishness and egotism. “Why are American women converting to Islam? How 
did Islam answer to the role of feminism in my life? Islam liberates wome! 
by providing a connection to Divinity and a comprehensive way of life {0 
all people within society. It provides balance for men, women, and childre) 
It balances personal liberty with commitment to the community. It remove 

the emphasis on the ego and focuses attention on Divinity, the centrifug! 
force that unites all life. Feminism on the other hand focuses attention ono 
ego, de-contextualized from the needs and desires of everyone around ht! 
Her desires deserve to be met as she sees fit, regardless of the Tepercussion 0 


THE QUEST FOR PEACE IN SUBMISSION 35 


the family, children, the men in her family, or society as a whole. Feminism is 
one of many theories that worships the ego.”2” 

Some specifically discussed their concern about patterns of sexuality in 

Western society and the emphasis on the packaging of the female body and 
its appearance. These women described themselves as having always been 
modest, prudish, and uncomfortable with Western notions of sexuality. Spe- 
cific issues such as having a negative image of their body and concern about 
being overweight appear to be a factor in their sexual discomfort. They are 
deeply impressed by the modesty and conservative values of Islam. “Like 
most American females, I grew up ina slave market, comprised not only of 
the sexual sickness of my family, but the constant negative judging of my ap- 
pearance by peers beginning at ages younger than seven. I was taught froma 
very early age by American society that my human worth consisted solely of 
my attractiveness (or, in my case, lack of it) to others.”3* 

Many of the Internet testimonials reflect a rejection of the dominant para- 
digm of American womanhood that is depicted as empowerment through 
subservience to males by becoming sex objects available for men’s pleasure. 
Converts appear to associate flirtatious advances by young men as demean- 
ing and disrespectful rather than a compliment or appreciation of their phys- 
ical attractiveness. “When I developed in the sixth grade, I got unwanted at- 
tention from guys. With Islam, I felt I got respect as a young woman.” 

Other converts see their conversion as a cultural critique of Western mate- 
rialism. These women argued that Islam is the answer to the moral decay of 
the West. Still others are uncomfortable with many aspects of the dominant 
culture that focus on drinking alcohol and dating.4° They feel that freedom 
and the responsibility of choosing and accepting the consequences are actu- 
ally a burden whose loss is more than rewarded by the respect they receive 
for willingly foregoing the many temptations of American culture. By relin- 
quishing freedom, one gains respect. 

Female converts to Islam voluntarily appropriate new concepts of space, 
as well as of proper dress and behavior in the company of men. They readily 
shed freedoms they have taken for granted and concepts of worth and value 

that are embedded in American society. They abandon models of proper 
beauty of dress, of women’s attractiveness, that are part of the American cul- 
tural milieu. They are looking rather fora clearly defined role of womanhood 
and welcome the gender distinctions and roles of Islam. They are comfort- 
able in the traditional roles of wife and mother and uncomfortable in trying 


to emulate men. 
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children. “My husband has been kind and generous to me and allowed Tey 

make decisions in our home. When I wanted to leave my teacher/counsely, 

position before our first child was bom, he willingly accepted my decision 
stay at home and never asked me to keep working to help pay our expense 
(in Anway 1995, 87). Others feel that true liberation of women comes ints 
ing liberated from having to work. “The one right I have that’s very important 
to me is not having to work and getting the chance to be with my daughter 
It also is nice to have my husband provide for me at my standards and abore 
without [my] really asking. I feel the home is for the wife and mother, and! 
love it” (in Anway 1995, 89). 

One immigrant described the converts as “the collateral damage’ of 

American feminism. Most have rejected the dominant contemporary par 
digms of American womanhood and tend to view feminists as selfish ani 
self-centered. Some feel more comfortable in an environment that isnot cor: 
structed on female competition for male attention. “I like the fact that ther 
are rules in place, the segregation of the sexes, more respect for women’ 
Converts are impressed by the Muslim emphasis on equality of the sexes 
They are also impressed with the teaching that there are different roles fo 
men and women and want the respect that they believe Muslim men havt 
for women. They find the price of freedom promised by American feminism 
to be too steep and dehumanizing. Feminists, they believe, are complicitin 
freeing men from a sense of responsibility toward women and the family and 
have revolutionized society to the end that it has brought about the break 
down of family values. They believe that American feminism is a distortion 
of nature, and condemn it as degrading to women. “Feminism has not liber: 
ated women; rather, it has liberated men from responsibility. In the proces 
it has enslaved women. They have become imitators of men, not free tobe 
~themselves, always in the process of measuring up to the men.” 

Others rejected American feminism as a way of life that is based on st 
ishness and egotism. “Why are American women converting to Islam? How 
did Islam answer to the role of feminism in my life? Islam liberates wome? 
by providing a connection to Divinity and a comprehensive way of life fo! 
all people within society. It provides balance for men, women, and children 
It balances personal liberty with commitment to the community. It removes 
the emphasis on the ego and focuses attention on Divinity, the centrifugd 

force that unites all life. Feminism on the other hand focuses attention on om 
ego, de-contextualized from the needs and desires of everyone around het 
Her desires deserve to be met as she sees fit, regardless of the Tepercussion 0? 
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the family, children, the men in her family, or society as a whole. Feminism is 
one of many theories that worships the ego.”3” 

Some specifically discussed their concern about patterns of sexuality in 

Western society and the emphasis on the packaging of the female body and 
its appearance. These women described themselves as having always been 
modest, prudish, and uncomfortable with Western notions of sexuality. Spe- 
cific issues such as having a negative image of their body and concern about 
being overweight appear to be a factor in their sexual discomfort. They are 
deeply impressed by the modesty and conservative values of Islam. “Like 
most American females, I grew up in a slave market, comprised not only of 
the sexual sickness of my family, but the constant negative judging of my ap- 
pearance by peers beginning at ages younger than seven. I was taught from a 
very early age by American society that my human worth consisted solely of 
my attractiveness (or, in my case, lack of it) to others.”* 

Many of the Internet testimonials reflect a rejection of the dominant para- 
digm of American womanhood that is depicted as empowerment through 
subservience to males by becoming sex objects available for men’s pleasure. 
Converts appear to associate flirtatious advances by young men as demean- 
ing and disrespectful rather than a compliment or appreciation of their phys- 
ical attractiveness. “When I developed in the sixth grade, I got unwanted at- 
tention from guys. With Islam, I felt I got respect as a young woman.” 

Other converts see their conversion as a cultural critique of Western mate- 
tialism. These women argued that Islam is the answer to the moral decay of 
the West. Still others are uncomfortable with many aspects of the dominant 
culture that focus on drinking alcohol and dating.° They feel that freedom 
and the responsibility of choosing and accepting the consequences are actu- 
ally a burden whose loss is more than rewarded by the respect they receive 
for willingly foregoing the many temptations of American culture. By relin- 
quishing freedom, one gains respect. 

Female converts to Islam voluntarily appropriate new concepts of space, 
as well as of proper dress and behavior in the company of men. They readily 
shed freedoms they have taken for granted and concepts of worth and value 
that are embedded in American society. They abandon models of proper 

beauty of dress, of women’s attractiveness, that are part of the American cul- 
tural milieu. They are looking rather fora clearly defined role of womanhood 
and welcome the gender distinctions and roles of Islam. They are comfort- 
able in the traditional roles of wife and mother and uncomfortable in trying 


to emulate men. 
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A preliminary attempt to analyze whether religious upbringing was, 
strumental in the proclivity to convert led to no clear results, The conver 
population appears to come from the whole spectrum of religious denon 
nations in the United States. Some have had little or no religious upbringing 
while others were raised in various Christian or Jewish denominations by 
found themselves looking for something else. The majority reflect in thei 
backgrounds the dominant American ethos of pluralism and inclusiviy 

Common in the narratives of many of the converts was the search for acum 
munity of belonging. There is no question that for many women the possi 
ity of marrying a Muslim man influenced their decision to convert. 

Several Web sites have been created to facilitate Muslim marriages. (on 
verts appreciate the fact that the individual not only can initiate the sear 
for a marriage partner, but can also embark on getting married without te 
possibility of premarital intimacy and exploration. The Web sites incluk 
testimonials by individuals who have successfully found a partner throug 
the search engine. One Web site provides information on Islamic mamag 
and family life, claiming that it has 2,500 individuals registered. Anothe 
affirms its Islamic legitimacy by reiterating that dating is haram, forbidde 
in Islam, and that since it upholds this doctrine, the pairing of individuah 
seeking acceptable marriage can be done through the Internet.” 

Many contended that they found relief in wearing hijab and felt that peo 
ple were forced to judge them as an individual person, rather than on the 
looks. “Modesty, mostly. When you're covered, you're treating each others 
human beings without being distracted.”# “You seem to be really looked if 
ter, as a Muslim woman. Muslim men really respect you; they do everything 
foryou. You're highly thought of and protected.” The donning of Islami 
dress becomes the symbol of regeneration, where one is cleansed from dou! 
and a multiplicity of options is purged from life. The hijab connotes a dit 
matic decision to operate within a certain sphere of constraints, a public de 
laration, not only that one has opted to reject American culture becaust! 

was found wanting, but more importantly, because simplicity and modes!) 
are superior choices for life. What others may see as exotic, converts affirm 
comfortable and freeing: “Since I adopted the hijab, my sense of self-estet® 
has gone through the roof, even though I’ve sometimes gotten harass! 
Young girls here feel their bodies need to be exposed—that’s how the cultv® 
values them. ... I feel I’m truly living my values and don’t need to sell myst! 
to the world.”65 
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Spiritual/Sufi Appeal 


A large number of the testimonials were from women who expressed disillu- 
sionment with the religion in which they were raised, and said that they were 
more “spiritual” than accepting of one particular religious system. Some had 
been active in a church but had harbored doubts about Christian theologi- 
cal affirmations and problems with Christian exclusivism. Others had never 
been tied to any particular religious tradition and wrote that they had never 
truly acknowledged the spiritual aspect of their lives. “I am a product of the 
end of the baby-boomer generation who experienced the spiritual and moral 
bankruptcy of American society. I found only material vacuity in Judaism 
and Christianity. ... The mystical tradition of Islam appeals to me. What ap- 
pealed to me about the turug [Sufi orders] is that it provided lineage, method 
and doctrine that can be practiced, grounding you in a long tradition of hu- 
man spirituality that stretches for generations, where thousands have found 
their mooring and their ability to be centered in humanity. Islam provides a 
powerful centering in spiritual consciousness.”#* 

Throughout history Christians have generally found Sufism to be one 
of the most appealing expressions of Islam. This appeal is evident to those 
women who choose to be part of the more than fifty transplanted Sufi groups 
in the United States. The Bawa Muhaiyaddeen Fellowship, for example, estab- 
lished in the 1960s in Philadelphia by a Sri Lankan Sufi, has over two thou- 
sand adherents. Many were what might be called “serial converts,” who had 
experimented with a variety of Eastern religions and cults. Sufism seemed to 
provide them with a structured life and a close and supportive community. 
Although Bawa himself is no longer alive, the Fellowship continues to flour- 
ish and to attract converts, many of them women. 

Sufism appears to have a special appeal to women because it offers oppor- 
tunities for full participation in its rituals and its communities. This is par- 
ticularly true in some of the less traditional American Sufi groups. Women 
enjoy the music and the dance provided in some Sufi ceremonies, as well as 
the philosophy of openness and inclusivity that they feel they find inherent 
in Sufi teachings and practices. Involvement in Sufi communities also pro- 

vides a haven from what they see as materialist American society, as well as a 
coed support system. One convert professes that as a Muslim she finds open- 
ness and acceptance in the Sufi movement that are a welcome relief from 
what she experienced as the constraints of the mosque. One can participate 
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A large number of the testimonials were from women who expressed disillu- 
sionment with the religion in which they were raised, and said that they were 
more “spiritual” than accepting of one particular religious system. Some had 
been active in a church but had harbored doubts about Christian theologi- 
cal affirmations and problems with Christian exclusivism. Others had never 
been tied to any particular religious tradition and wrote that they had never 
truly acknowledged the spiritual aspect of their lives. “I am a product of the 
end of the baby-boomer generation who experienced the spiritual and moral 
bankruptcy of American society. I found only material vacuity in Judaism 
and Christianity. ... The mystical tradition of Islam appeals to me. What ap- 
pealed to me about the turuq [Sufi orders] is that it provided lineage, method 
and doctrine that can be practiced, grounding you in a long tradition of hu- 
man spirituality that stretches for generations, where thousands have found 
their mooring and their ability to be centered in humanity. Islam provides a 
powerful centering in spiritual consciousness.”4* 

Throughout history Christians have generally found Sufism to be one 
of the most appealing expressions of Islam. This appeal is evident to those 
women who choose to be part of the more than fifty transplanted Sufi groups 
in the United States. The Bawa Muhaiyaddeen Fellowship, for example, estab- 
lished in the 1960s in Philadelphia by a Sri Lankan Sufi, has over two thou- 
sand adherents. Many were what might be called “serial converts,” who had 
experimented with a variety of Eastern religions and cults. Sufism seemed to 
provide them with a structured life and a close and supportive community. 
Although Bawa himself is no longer alive, the Fellowship continues to flour- 
ish and to attract converts, many of them women. 

Sufism appears to have a special appeal to women because it offers oppor- 
tunities for full participation in its rituals and its communities. This is par- 
ticularly true in some of the less traditional American Sufi groups. Women 
enjoy the music and the dance provided in some Sufi ceremonies, as well as 
the philosophy of openness and inclusivity that they feel they find inherent 

in Sufi teachings and practices. Involvement in Sufi communities also pro- 
vides a haven from what they see as materialist American society, as well as a 
coed support system. One convert professes that as a Muslim she finds open- 
ness and acceptance in the Sufi movement that are a welcome relief from 


what she experienced as the constraints of the mosque. One can participate 


i 


38 


CONTEXTUALIZING CONVERSIgy 


in Sufi practices anywhere, she says. “I do not needa priest. I have directs 
cess to God. I do not need a church; I can carry my own carpet.” 
For many converts Sufism provides a model of pluralism in which allt 

manity is bound in unity, captured by the love of God. It requires no deni 
of physical pleasure, but offers a disciplined celebration of life enjoyed 
community. “The Sufism I favor does not require stringent adherence to 
law. Orthodoxy did not appeal to me because it places restrictions on hunz 
choice and freedom. I do not have to take up the coloring of other cultus 
I do not have to wear a headscarf. I would not be able to develop to my fa 
potential.” 


Immigrant-Convert Relations 


Attitudes among immigrant Muslim women toward the converts vary. Whik 
many of the American-born children of immigrants are carefully attem: 
ing to steer between the constraints of their parents’ values and culture ani 
those that are propagated at the mosque, they are constantly challenged 
the dominant culture of the United States. They tend to view the convers 
as not only converting to the religion of Islam, but in many cases also tothe 
cultural trappings that their parents associate with the faith, trappings the 
themselves gingerly attempt to discard. They tend to see white conver 
adapting themselves to various Islamic cultures that are imported anda 
constructed by the immigrants in the United States. As one person put i 
“They have on their own volition taken on the customs and mannerisms a 
different Muslim cultures that surround them.”# 

One American-born college student of Pakistani background, who identi 
fied herself as a Muslima [female Muslim] and “not very practicing,” said tht! 
while she was impressed with the converts’ extensive knowledge of ls# 
and their defense of its teachings, “My initial reaction to most of white (0? 
verts I know is the same reaction I have to most overzealous Muslims—t* 
comfort. Just as the ‘native’ Muslims who have been trained by their pareats 
to quote certain hadith and create the gender tensions at MSA [Muslim S* 

dent Association] gatherings.”*° 
Some of the women converts appear to be empowered by the act of con 
sion. As with the “born-again” in other faiths, they appear to gain resoluti#” 
and clarity of purpose, and are transformed froma “bundle of doubt” toa 
of assurance,” Many assume leadership roles or have these roles conferred” 
them, inasmuch as they are considered experts who could guide immig™ 
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through the intricacies of American society. They organize social events, 
Sunday school instruction, scout troops, and Qur'an study groups. Converts 
are featured as spokespersons for Islam and an embodiment of its power to 
transform lives and provide meaning and purpose. One second-generation 
Muslim agreed that most of the time converts take on roles of authority or 
become spokespersons because “converts know a lot more about Islam than 
those that are ‘raised-Muslims’; having a convert to Islam speak on behalf of 
Muslims might give the side a little more credibility in some cases.” 
As one immigrant informant put it, “Women may have more to gain from 
conversion than men because they tend to convert knowing that they are 
also fighting major stereotypes of Islam being anti-female. As converts, they 
are more moved by the religion and they seek to assert themselves within it. 
If their conversion is taken as a rejection of the culture and society that they 
were raised in, then it is fair to say that gaining a leadership role within the 
Muslim community would help to achieve personal fulfillment and purpose. 
But in general, I think that with the religion fresh in their hearts, they are 
more motivated and standing up forit and lead within it than pursuing other 
roles in a society that they find lacking."»* 
Younger women converts appear to have an easier time making friends 
with their peers among the second generation, although some of the lat- 
ter at times grumble that the converts are marrying the most eligible men, 
hence depleting the pool of potential husbands. This may have the effect 
of relegating the immigrant Muslim women to spinsterhood, since Islamic 
jurisprudence does not allow a Muslim woman to marry outside the faith. 
Some older converts report that the Muslim community is not as friendly 
as it is purported to be in the testimonials. At times, especially in some of 
the traditional or ethnic mosques, the older generation of immigrant women 
tend to perceive their role as maintainers of the norms. They hold the con- 
verts accountable to the ideals and values of Islam, the cultural standards 
of Arab and/or Pakistani society. Some of the converts have reported that 
they feel monitored for every minor infraction of cultural or ritual expecta- 
tion. There appears to be no reluctance on the part of the older generation 
to remind them to adhere to proper decorum such as lowering their gaze or 
maintaining the proper distance between the sexes, or covering every strand 
of hair. In interviews, several complained that some of the immigrants are 


too “cliquey.” The converts feel ostracized. They never measure up. They are 
expected to live up to the model of the veiled, modest, demure person who 
at no time should compete for attention. Thus the convert may adopt the 
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projected model of the perfect Muslima and attempt to conform to its miny 
tiae not only out of deep commitment to an ideal she has become CONVinee 
is salvific, but in order to avoid criticism. 
At the same time, members of the second immigrant generation have 
maneuver carefully in order to fit into the intricate cultural ties that bi 
the immigrants together in an American culture that is discriminatoryifng 
outright hostile to Muslims. Some even grumble that the converts are pusty 
urging the Muslims to get out of their shell and open themselves up to te 
community. Some single converts are known to become activists, prodding 
and coaxing reluctant second-generation Muslim women to get involved 
sometimes urging them to do more to promote the faith, to expand ther 
closed circle of friends in order to promote knowledge of Islam, or atleast 
court the goodwill of the American population toward Islam and Muslims 
The converts at times chastise the immigrants for not living up to the valus 
of Islam that they pronounce. While some immigrants appear to welcometit 
energy and activism of the converts, others are more reserved in judgment 
African American converts in several interviews expressed their feel 
that immigrants tend to seek “Anglo” converts to Islam and regard them a 
more important; they seem to prefer to associate with whites and pay ae 
attention to their speeches. African Americans accuse the immigrants 0: 
valuing white converts as “special trophies.” One African American intet 
viewee ascribed this reality to racism among immigrants that makes then! 
want to marry white converts so as to “whiten the race.” She also noted that 
white women like to date immigrant men because “they pay when ona date, 
and unlike American men, they marry.”>3 
While many narratives provide a very positive description of postconvet 
sion acceptance, of being celebrated, of community support, of the expe 
ence of finally belonging and being at home, others revealed the profound 
sense of loneliness and alienation experienced by converts in the Musi 
community. Converts contended that it is hard to fit in, especially as an!" 
married, white female. Several wrote that it is hard to stay in the commu! 
if a family does not adopt you or you get married to a Muslim. “althous? 
many Muslims welcomed me, I have come to realize there is an ihe!" 
hatred among Muslims for Americans, and especially for single, white fe 
male Americans.”>* This convert also described unwanted advances {1" 
Muslim men who assumed she was promiscuous and “easy” since she wis 
an American. A few have recounted that they have been taken advantage 0 
by unscrupulous mosque leaders who ask them to become a second wilt 
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marrying according to Islamic law, only to discard them when a new convert 
appears on the scene. 

One convert described the pain she felt, on the day she took shahada at 
the mosque, when she overheard a conversation among several Muslims 
about white women converting and then marrying “their” Muslim men. This 
convert also described the difficulty she had making friends with Muslim 
women and her struggle to find a Muslim roommate.‘ Others described how 
they were rejected by Muslim men once it was discovered that they were 

converts. One convert described her in-laws’ fear that their son's marriage 
to a convert would give the family a bad name; she felt that she was her new 
family’s “biggest enemy.”5° 
Others described significant cultural and linguistic barriers they felt hin- 
dered them. One convert named Caroline contrasted the reactions she en- 
countered among different generations. “Young Muslims are very accepting. 
They are really happy that you have chosen to become Muslim. The older 
generation is not so accepting. For them, Islam is part of their cultural back- 
ground, it’s about the country they came from, and it’s what binds their com- 
munities together.”’” 
The linguistic barrier of not being able to speak or read Arabic or Urdu was 
often mentioned as a difficulty in finding acceptance in Muslim communi- 
ties. Some describe feeling out of place at the masjid because they could not 
understand the sermon. They have to learn to live in segregated space. While 
some American-born Muslims are pushing for gender inclusion, more equal 
space, a few of the converts are less concerned. Some ascribe their negative 
experience to bad-mannered Muslims: “Although I have been treated badly 
by some other Muslims, I have come to realize that while Islam is perfect, 
Muslims are not.”5* Other converts described mixed feelings. “I found that in 
some aspects I had peace in my life and in others I was in the struggle for my 
life.”5° A few women mentioned problems with the way in which they were 
treated as women. One convert complained about praying in a separate area 
from men, “It’s like being back in Alabama in the 1960s with the whites on 
one side and the blacks on the other.”® It does seem that the vast majority 
of converts accept and endorse the traditional gender relationships in Islam, 
although the younger generation is beginning to ask for inclusion. 
While the testimonials sound formulaic, they echo the message of Islam 
in the West as it is propagated in books, tracts, and magazines, and on Web 


sites. It is a message that has been honed over years of debate and argument, 
in many ways the product of Christian-Muslim competition for souls. Many 
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they were rejected by Muslim men once it was discovered that they were 

converts. One convert described her in-laws’ fear that their son’s marriage 
to a convert would give the family a bad name; she felt that she was her new 
family’s “biggest enemy.”»° 

Others described significant cultural and linguistic barriers they felt hin- 
dered them. One convert named Caroline contrasted the reactions she en- 
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The linguistic barrier of not being able to speak or read Arabic or Urdu was 
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ties. Some describe feeling out of place at the masjid because they could not 
understand the sermon. They have to learn to live in segregated space. While 
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experience to bad-mannered Muslims: “Although I have been treated badly 
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Muslims are not.”5* Other converts described mixed feelings. “I found that in 

some aspects I had peace in my life and in others I was in the struggle for my 
life.”5* A few women mentioned problems with the way in which they were 
treated as women. One convert complained about praying in a separate area 
from men, “It’s like being back in Alabama in the 1960s with the whites on 
one side and the blacks on the other.”® It does seem that the vast majority 
of converts accept and endorse the traditional gender relationships in Islam, 
although the younger generation is beginning to ask for inclusion. 

While the testimonials sound formulaic, they echo the message of Islam 


in the West as it is propagated in books, tracts, and magazines, and on Web 
sites, It is a message that has been honed over years of debate and argument, 
in many ways the product of Christian-Muslim competition for souls. Many 
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converts describe their acceptance of Islam as an individual journey fy 
confusion to peace, from conflict to resolution, from drift to coherence, fry, 
emptiness to fulfillment, from loneliness to belonging to acommunity why 
one is embraced and celebrated. 

It is clear from the testimonials not only that the message of Islamisy, 
pealing, but that the methods used in the conversion efforts—the “pack 
ing of Islam’—are effective. However, there appear to be several paths, sq 
eral adumbrations of Islam, to which women gravitate. While all convert 
Islam, there are some distinctions and boundaries between the variousin 
terpretations. The majority of the women appear to convert to a modernize 
traditional interpretation of the faith, one that is conservative theological 
and that justifies distinct boundaries based on gender. Most of the testim 
als on Web sites and in books published by Islamic missionary organizatios 
appear to fit this category. Believers are identified by adherence to Titual, by 
dress, and by the environment that they are able to create at home. 

Asecond and much smaller group appears to find the teachings of Muslin 
women academics, most of whom identify as Muslim feminists in the Unites 
States, more appealing. A third group appears to gravitate to the practice 
Sufi, or mystical Islam. Its members generally do not see themselves aseithe: 
feminist or traditionalist, but enjoy a sense of equality ina Westem context 
While they may follow the prescriptions of the law, they are not bound t 
its minutiae. In their view, Islam liberates humans from any restrictions and 
binds them to the knowledge and love of God and their experience of himi 
their lives. 

For the traditionalists, Islam liberates them from the struggle to measure) 
to the dictates of an oppressive American society that is obsessed with wor 
en’s bodies: how they look, how sexually attractive they are, and how pleasing 
to men they can be. For the Muslim feminists, Islam liberates them from inter 
pretations of the Quranic text in which men have enshrined gender differenct 

Women are created equal to men, they say, not because they have to struggl 
with men to achieve equality but because it is guaranteed as God's order {ol 
humanity. They are equally accountable before God, as revealed in the Qurat 
and judged by the same criteria based on their contribution to humanity ratht! 
than on their obedience to their husbands. For the Sufis, Islam liberates the! 
from bondage to material possessions, to excessive consumerism, and to Jeg! 
restrictions. They bask in the liberation that God grants individuals as tht) 
strive to create a harmonious community dedicated to his glory. 
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Conclusion 


Many elements, then, must be taken into account when considering the 
conversion of American women to Islam. On the one hand is the fact that a 
climate for practicing da'wa in America has been created by the activities of 
missionaries such as the Ahmadis, by the writings and activities of scholars 
such as Ismail al-Farugi and Hammudah Abd al-Ati, and by the affirmation 
of propagation as a legitimate Islamic activity in the West on the part of Mus- 
lim organizations such as the Muslim Student Association, the Islamic Soci- 
ety of North America, the Islamic Circle of North America, and other groups. 
On the other hand is the set of circumstances that makes conversion an at- 
tractive alternative to American women, including the perceived rationality 
and “rightness” of the faith, the appeal of the Qur'an, the simplicity of Islam 
as opposed to what has been seen as the complications of Christian theology, 
the search for an alternative to the general secularism of American society, 
the desire for community and belonging, and the range of personal reasons 
women may have for wanting to redefine their identity. 

Converts recognize that the model of an ideal Muslim community is yet to 
be realized, but they express their eagerness to work for its attainment. They 
understand it to be a goal toward which all humanity should strive, since it 
is a divine model that guarantees peace of mind to the individual, an ordered 
and pious society in this world, and a just reward in the hereafter. They real- 
ize that the ideal promoted as the Islamic model is just that, an ideal that is 
yet to be realized, a model that encourages purity, pious living, and service. 
For some, conversion to Islam involves a rejection of their former faith anda 
transition to a monotheism that they believe is more theologically clear-cut 
than Christianity and more inclusive of all humanity than Judaism. 

Despite the fact that problems do exist for new female converts—rejec- 
tion by their families, lack of acceptance by the newly identified Muslim 
families and communities, racism, discomfort with some of the gender dis- 

tinctions made in Islam—for the most part converts report that they are very 
happy with their decision and accept their role as agents of harmonization 
between Islam and an often skeptical American society. Some understand 
their responsibility as new Muslims as one of participating in a mission to 
foster and restore morality to the West. In general, they have found the sup- 

portive community that they have been seeking and are happy to trade the 
individuality of American life for that support. 
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Conclusion 


Many elements, then, must be taken into account when considering the 
conversion of American women to Islam. On the one hand is the fact that a 
climate for practicing da'wa in America has been created by the activities of 
missionaries such as the Ahmadis, by the writings and activities of scholars 
such as Isma‘il al-Farugi and Hammudah Abd al-Ati, and by the affirmation 
of propagation as a legitimate Islamic activity in the West on the part of Mus- 
lim organizations such as the Muslim Student Association, the Islamic Soci- 
ety of North America, the Islamic Circle of North America, and other groups. 
On the other hand is the set of circumstances that makes conversion an at- 
tractive alternative to American women, including the perceived rationality 
and “rightness” of the faith, the appeal of the Qur'an, the simplicity of Islam 
as opposed to what has been seen as the complications of Christian theology, 
the search for an alternative to the general secularism of American society, 
the desire for community and belonging, and the range of personal reasons 
women may have for wanting to redefine their identity. 

Converts recognize that the model of an ideal Muslim community is yet to 
be realized, but they express their eagerness to work for its attainment. They 
understand it to be a goal toward which all humanity should strive, since it 
is a divine model that guarantees peace of mind to the individual, an ordered 
and pious society in this world, and a just reward in the hereafter. They real- 
ize that the ideal promoted as the Islamic model is just that, an ideal that is 
yet to be realized, a model that encourages purity, pious living, and service. 
For some, conversion to Islam involves a rejection of their former faith anda 
transition to a monotheism that they believe is more theologically clear-cut 
than Christianity and more inclusive of all humanity than Judaism. 

Despite the fact that problems do exist for new female converts—tejec- 
tion by their families, lack of acceptance by the newly identified Muslim 
families and communities, racism, discomfort with some of the gender dis- 
tinctions made in Islam—for the most part converts report that they are very 

happy with their decision and accept their role as agents of harmonization 
between Islam and an often skeptical American society. Some understand 
their responsibility as new Muslims as one of participating in a mission to 
foster and restore morality to the West. In general, they have found the sup- 
portive community that they have been seeking and are happy to trade the 
individuality of American life for that support. 
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In general, then, it can be said that female converts to Islam Understay, 
their identity not as socially and culturally constructed, but groundel; 
their original and natural being as a Muslim. They see Islamas providing 
alternative to the carefully scripted identity fashioned by American soci 
which demands that they be attractive, sexually desirable, and competi 
with men. As Muslims they can enjoy sexuality within the confines andi, 
protection of marriage, and can play out the special roles assigned to themty 
Islam as the maintainers of culture and the promoters of the faith. 
Whether they are captured by the love of a Muslim man to whom thy 
want to devote their life, or attracted by the Qur'an, which provides then 
with answers to their quest for self-discovery, or looking for the kind of com 
munity that being a Muslim would seem to ensure, converts for the mus 
part appear to have found peace in their surrender to God and throughita 
safe haven. Surrender and conversion thus serve the multiple ends of sp 
tual fulfillment, a husband and family, community belonging, and in many 
cases a newly acquired sense of personal self-assurance. 
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CHARy : . : - 3 4 
) respondents’ answers to my questionnaire and in my discussions with new 


1 . sel. Muslims, I have sensed how many new Muslim converts tend to be enthusi- 
The Shaping ofa Scandinavian Islan astic about Muslims and sae calles shortly after conversion. However, 
Converts and Gender Equal Opporui many of these become more critical of Muslims as a group after a while. The 
Anne Sofie Re shift of cultural belonging might cause new Muslims to experience a sudden 
shift of perspective at the beginning of the conversion process. However, as 
time goes by, the social structure they are primarily socialized into tends to 
resurface, particularly if there is a wide gap between the cultural traits of the 
competing paradigms. 
This chapter will first give a broad outline of the stages of conversion. Sec- 


ond, it will deal with how “Scandinavian values” tend to be prominent in the 
converts go through stages in the postconversion process, their worldvie Muslim converts’ discourse on “Islam.” 


for their understanding of Islam will change. This study will discuss box 
many of the Scandinavian converts tend to integrate “Scandinavian valus 


de is symptomatic that new converts often embrace a specific cultuj 
understanding of Islam, where, for instance, Arabic, Pakistani, or Aftia 
cultural traits become important in their new Islamic worldview. As ms 


into their understanding of Islam. During my fieldwork among Scandinavia sabe ob Conversion 


converts in 1999 and 2000, where I handed out questionnaires and conducte The initial phase of conversion, where one can be “more royal than the king,” 
interviews with 116 converts from Norway, Sweden, and Denmark, | fou is evident in the new Muslims’ discussions. Many new Muslims tell of how, 
that it is mainly those who converted several years ago and in additionax in the beginning, they tended to be emotionally obsessed with the new reli- 
highly educated who are actors in this process of hybridization where ‘Sa gion. Furthermore, they wanted to practice every little detail of the Islamic 
dinavian values” become “Islamic values.”? precepts. Some of the new converts spoke of how they would sit and read 

In the Scandinavian convert community, I have found a three-stage cot Islamic books every spare moment they had. “I just want to learn every single 
version process relating mainly to the time after conversion. This convetsst Islamic rule and start to practice everything I have learnt at once,” exclaimed 
process deals largely with new Muslims’ relations to the born-Muslim com a twenty-one-year-old woman, who had been a Muslim just six months. The 


phenomenon of absolutism seems to be a universal one among new converts 
to Islam. A leading British academic convert, T. J. Winters, has termed the 
phenomenon “convertitis.” He explains: 


munity. It also, however, has psychological aspects, its stages being ‘love’ 
“disappointment,” and “maturity.” It is important to note that I have observed 
a similar three-stage process among Muslim converts in other Europe! 


countries. Although this study mainly deals with converts at the third tag. The initial and quite understandable response of many newcomers is to become an ab- 
I will refer to the three stages in order for the reader to get a broader unéet solutist. Everything going on among pious Muslims is angelic; everything outside the 
standing of how the stages related to converts’ understanding of Islam. circle of faith is demonic; the appeal of this outlook lies in its simplicity. The newly ar- 
New Muslims are socialized into a certain cultural context, but, by (0! ranged landscape on which the convert looks is seen in satisfying black and white terms 
verting to Islam, there is a total shift of “cultural truths.” This cultural shi of Them versus Us, good against evil. (Winters, http://www.islamfortoday.com) 


might put the convert in a contrasting cultural position, where s/he becomé 
critical of his/her cultural group and tends to look in positive terms at tht 
Muslim group. This is a problematic process, as it might alienate the conve" 
from the previous in-group. At the same time, it might be difficult for then¢ 
Muslim to adopt Muslim cultural traits in toto, particularly as this cultu% 
behaviorally and ideologically speaking, is to a great extent foundedon pati 
archal and traditional ideas alien to many societies in the Western world. 


Iwas referred to this text on “convertitis” by anew Muslim living in Britain. I 
recognized the phenomenon, which confirms my own experience with new 


converts in Scandinavian society in their first stage of conversion, a stage I 
have called the “falling-in-love stage.” 

After a while, when the first “intoxication” has worn offa little, many new 
Muslims realize that they have bitten off more than they can chew. All the 
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new rules and regulations they want to introduce into their life Mighthe’s 
to be too much. Moreover, at the beginning there is a tendency amangry 
Muslims to look upon the cultural Muslim expressions as “the true Ika 
After reading books and having discussions with other Muslims, they rly 
the difference in Islamic expressions across various Muslim countries, 
This second stage of the conversion process is strongly linked toa tis, 
pointment with born-Muslim behavior and ideas. Many converts tell to 
they have suddenly realized that Muslims cannot live according to the ly 
Islamic ideals. At this stage, some new Muslims tend to turn away fron 
lam, as they feel too disappointed. 

At this second stage of the conversion process, the convert might alsog 
the feeling of being both “insider” and “outsider” in his/her own society. us 
as it is difficult to wholly identify with the immigrant Muslim communi, 
the shift of perspective has made it hard to identify fully with the groupd 
origin. Moreover, a discrepancy develops between the way majority socey 
defines the convert and the way the convert perceives him/herself. The di 
ference between the outer and inner conceptions of the self is illustra 
by Amal’s reflections. She discusses the difference between her inner set 
perception and her visual experience of herself wearing a headscarf; she es 
startled when she occasionally catches a glimpse of herself in the reflection 
of a windowpane and feels that it is another person she sees. “The pers0a! 
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by majority society's view of Muslims and Muslim converts, might lead 
a confusion of one’s own identity. However, in my experience with Muslin 
converts, new Muslims choose either to remain within the Muslim culturl 

paradigm (being cultural converts) or, like second-generation Muslim chi 
dren, develop “integrated plural identities,” where there is a harmon 
transcultural oscillation among various patterns of identity (Ostberg 2000) 
The third stage comes when the new Muslim realizes that Muslims 2 
“human beings and not supernatural creatures,” as expressed by one of tt 
converts in this study, and comes to accept intellectually “the discrepal 
between ideal and reality,” as expressed by several others, At this stage mal} 
new Muslims tend to search for new understandings of Islamic ideas and? 
titudes, and it is at this point that many new Muslims actively start to sha 
a new understanding of Islam according to the particular cultural conte 
they live in. This stage can be named the stage of “maturity,” as many sé 
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Muslims have expressed that they feel they have come “back to themselves.” 
Many have stated how they discovered that “in reality” they are Scandina- 
vian individuals living within an Islamic frame. 


This notion of coming back to oneself—being both Scandinavian and 
Muslim—is illustrated by @stberg’s concept of integrated plural identities. 
Such notions of cultural shifts and plural identities are linked to the ques- 
tion: how does one maintain a religious worldview? Berger and Luckmann 
(1967) speak in terms of plausibility structures, where a religious person has 

a plausibility structure that is necessary for the maintenance of “a symbolic 
universe.” Swedish sociologist of religion Eva Hamberg (1999) has discussed 
how a person's plausibility structure might be disrupted by migration. She 
discusses various factors in the migration situation and concludes that, be- 
cause an immigrant loses all contact with her/his own group or with like- 
minded individuals, it might be difficult to maintain belief in her/his original 

“symbolic universe,” as s/he is not surrounded by a supporting structure that 

makes this belief plausible. 

Hamberg’s discussion of immigrants’ plausibility structures can be ap- 
plied to new Muslims’ situations. As “religion” involves not only belief but 
also a complete symbolic universe, the shift to a new belief must incorpo- 
rate a new plausibility structure. Hamberg regards the plausibility structure 
in static terms, saying that in the immigrant situation it might be disrupted 
(Hamberg 1999, 27). In contrast to her view, however, I understand the plau- 
sibility structure as in a state of flux. Therefore, it might change according to 
context. 

The influence a new plausibility structure has over the new Muslim de- 
pends on his/her life situation. If the new Muslim is living in an environment 
comprising only born Muslims belonging to one particular culture, that 
particular plausibility structure has a stronger effect on him/her. However, 
a Muslim convert who has less contact with born Muslims and more con- 
tact with non-Muslims will be less influenced by the born-Muslim plausibil- 
ity structure. A third alternative is more common: new Muslims of similar 


cultural backgrounds mix and create a merged plausibility structure built 
mainly on the Islamic sources, but mixed with the new Muslims’ precon- 
version cultural context. In this case, it is possible for new views and ideas 
to emerge, built on deconstruction and reconstruction of cultural concepts 
both from majority society and Muslim cultures. 

However, although most converts reach the second or the third stages, 
some “remain behind” in the first stage for a long time. It is particularly 
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adherents to the “extreme movements.” such as the salafis and those at 

hizb al-tahrir, who remained in this first stage. Followers of such Movemen 

behave in a fashion similar to many converts in the first Stage of “falling, 
love with Islam,” where one adheres to every little Islamic precept. Thisst, 
is best illustrated by the example of the salafitrend, which promotes thei, 
that every single Qur’anic verse or hadith should be acted on in aliteral yy 
This direction can be regarded as a particularization of Islam, as it relly 
“Arab culture” at a certain period of time, namely the seventh to the ten} 
centuries. 

An important finding of this study is that Scandinavian converts whoer 
braced Islam in the late 1990s do not necessarily go through these postin 
version stages. Those who converted in the 1980s and early 1990s were ws 
ally socialized straight into an immigrant Muslim context. The growthoft 
convert community has helped recent converts to be socialized into Ista 
through other new Muslims. Thus, the “new” converts jump directly intoth 
“old” converts’ cultural sphere and internalize convert conceptualizatios 
directly, without having to go through the culturalization process into tht 
Muslim immigrant community. It is thus the convert plausibility struct 
that creates the “symbolic universe” of the new converts. The developmet 
of these postconversion stages, thus, tends to differ according to the time: 
person embraces Islam, as well as the quality and size of the convert com 
munity in the person’s area. 


Scandinavian converts to Islam experience strong cultural influencesbol 
from the Scandinavian and various Muslim cultural spheres. Their unte 
standing of Islam seems to eventually end up as something in between thes 
cultural spheres, particularly in the third stage of conversion, which i th 
main focus of this chapter. The Norwegian researcher Lena Larsen suggt 
that new Muslims’ shaping of a particular form of Islam in the Wester" 

text is an important development. The formation of a strong community 
Norwegian Muslims helps them in their intercession between Muslim 00” 
munities and majority society. Larsen shows that converts are positioned i 
the middle of society: there is a dichotomy between new Muslims and bo" 
Muslims on the one hand and a dichotomy between Norwegian society ant 
new Muslims on the other. Thus, the born Muslims view the new Muslims“ 
“them,” and Norwegian society views them the same. Therefore, in Last" 
view, the new Muslims become a separate group: “Norwegian Muslims.” 
Larsen claims that the separation of new Muslims and born Muslims 
caused largely by the Muslim community. However, she conducted hers! 
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in the early 1990s, and the situation has changed in the early twenty-first 
century. Lately, with the growth of the convert community, new Muslims’ 
own “us” and “them” dichotomy has tended to affect the separation between 
born Muslims and new Muslims. This dichotomy might also affect new Mus- 
lims’ separation from Scandinavian society: their change in worldview at the 
time of conversion creates a distance between them and certain Scandina- 
vian attitudes and notions. This distance is expressed in the “us” and “them” 
dichotomy. In Larsen’s model, new Muslims are, to a certain extent, passive 
and forced into their particular position, whereas the new reality seems to be 
that Muslims themselves are conscious as well as unconscious actors in the 
shaping of a particular form of “Scandinavian Islam”/“Scandinavian Muslim” 
community. 

The impression I got from my interviews with new Muslims from Scan- 
dinavia is that many regard their particular understanding of Islam as being 
different from that of the immigrant community. New Muslims often view 
immigrants’ behavior as part of a struggle between “Islam” and “culture”; few 
grasp the complex relationship that really exists between culture and reli- 
gion. However, Amal stated that “as the Islamic sources have always been 
interpreted through cultural filters, we, the Swedish Muslims, might create a 
Swedish Islam.” Larsen has noted a similar development in Norway, saying: 


They [the converts] can be regarded as bringing their own Norwegian “cultural bag- 
gage,” which is of importance when the Quranic principles are interpreted in the 
Norwegian context. The result, in the future, will be a “Norwegian Islam.” (Larsen 
1995, 175 [translation mine}) 


“Religion” versus “Culture” 


Many researchers on Islam see the Muslim concept of “one true Islam” as be- 
ing a refusal to accept regional differences in the understandings of the Is- 
lamic sources. A Swedish researcher on Islam, Leif Stenberg, sees “Islam” as: 


An on-going discourse where different trends are engaged in struggle, and where the 
successful contender becomes, for the time being, the established tradition, until it is 
challenged by yet another trend. This is a situation where many “Islams” fight to 
become the One Islamic tradition. (Stenberg 1996, 15) 


Jonas Otterbeck, another Swedish researcher in Islamic studies, has a simi- 


lar view. In his discussion of the Muslim magazine Salaam, he shows how 
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Muslim writers are looking for a “true Islam” by denigrating other an, 
interpretations as “false Islam” (Otterbeck 2000, 149). He further indica, 
that Muslims, as well as some non-Muslims, who write about Islam tends 
regard Islam as “a reified category that is experienced as an objectively 
In his view it is not understandings of Islam that are presented, but rity 
“Islam” itself (Otterbeck 2000, 159). I agree to a certain extent with Otterbed 
that in the 1980s and early 1990s this way of presenting “Islamic” ideasyy 
common both among Muslims and non-Muslims. Otterbeck’s study doesn, 
however, discuss the huge development of Islamic ideas in the 1990s, rah 
itis a historical study presenting ideas in the ’8os and the early ‘90s. Althou 
many Muslims still tend to speak in terms of “right” and “wrong” Islam, 
belief in “one true Islam” or “one Islamic tradition” has changed. This chang 
is obvious by looking, for instance, at the Scandinavian Muslim e-groupa 
the Internet, where this concept of “one Islam” is more or less on the way 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century.’ I have also observed among’ 
new Muslims as well as born Muslims that the acceptance of the diver 
of the Muslim community on both a global and local scale is growing. Som 
accept it reluctantly; others, like Annika, who converted to Islam in the mid 
1980s, see the diversity as a “reason why Islam still is a driving force in mat) 
Muslims’ lives.” In my discussion with Annika, she stated that if “Islam att 


ally were static, it would only be suitable for one place and at one time. ‘Tht 


reason why Islam is still going strong,” she says, “is its dynamics that makell 
suitable for all times and all places.” 
Otterbeck and Stenberg do not draw attention to the fact that Mush 
tend to reject those ideas and actions of other Muslims that they regard to 
“harmful” or “bad.” This seems apparent in the example to which Otterbet! 
draws attention in his discussion on “the true Islam,” but without discussitf 
it in such terms. Otterbeck quotes a female new Muslim's article in the Swed 
ish Islamic magazine Salaam: 


men 


A Muslim knows that a child is a gift from Allah, whether it is a boy ora girl ant 
has the right to care, cordiality, and guidance, That is why s/he loves his/her dau! 
ter just as much as the son: s/he gives the daughter just as good an education ass" 
gives the son and s/he shows the daughter just as much appreciation and consitt” 
ation as s/he shows the son. Anything else would be impossible in the just and glob 
religion of equality, Islam. (Otterbeck 2000, 148 [translation mine]: see als Salaal! 
8 [87]: 7) 
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This Muslim convert reacts to what she understands to be injustice and 
inequality, qualities that, according to her, do not belong within the frame- 
work of Islam. She rejects what in her view are “bad” qualities, whereas she 
would probably accept as “Islamic” what in her view are “good” actions or 
ideas. The content of what is “good” or “bad” is a cultural as well as personal 
matter and cannot be discussed objectively. The important thing, however, is 
that “Islam” for most Muslims represents that which they regard as “good,” 
and they would refuse that which they regard as “bad,” seeing it as “un- 
Islamic.” 

The English sociologist Bobby S. Sayyid discusses the issue of “Islam” ver- 

sus “Islams,” a debate also tackled by many non-Muslim researchers (see, for 
instance, Stenberg 1996, 15). He speaks in terms of the signifier (the image) 
and the signified (the concept). By referring to Jacques Lacan, who believes 
that the signified is produced by the signifier, he sees Islam as a signifier 
“whose meaning is expressed by its articulation” (Sayyid 1997, 42). The issue 
becomes one of identifying how Islam itself is articulated as a nodal point. 
He gives the example that, in general argumentation, “Islam” connotes many 
things, such as the Qur'an and the messengership of the Prophet, that “it car- 
ties along in any of its articulations within any single Muslim community, 
and cannot be disarticulated without dissolving the specificity of ‘Islam’” 
(Sayyid 1997, 42). He continues, saying: 


This would suggest that, although Islam can be used to suture a large number of 
discourses, and that in each act of suturing, its identity will be transformed, it still 
retains traces of its other articulations. (Sayyid 1997, 43) 


Sayyid sees the unity of the Muslim community as being the result of “ret- 
rospectively constructing its [the community’s] identity, through the use of 
Islam as a nodal point” (Sayyid 1997, 44). Sayyid points to that fact that “Is- 
lam” occupies a privileged place within the Muslim discourse and that “the 
inter-discursivity of Islam is tied up, in large measure, by its significance for 
the construction of a Muslim identity” (Sayyid 1997, 44). Sayyid argues that 
even though “Islam” may be used to articulate a multiplicity of positions, this 
does not mean that there are multiple “Islams.” Rather, he says, “Islam has 
emerged as the means of articulating a multiplicity of positions without los- 
ing its specificity” (Sayyid 1997, 44). Sayyid defines this specificity as being 
“for the majority of Muslims... the definition of good” (Sayyid 1997, 48). In 
his view, therefore, “Islam” is a “master signifier.” 
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The notion of “Islam” as Tepresenting “the good” is Teinforced by Qh 
beck’s example. Otterbeck refers to how writers in Salaam understandigy 
to be a religion of equality between men and women; a green, ecological 
ligion; as well as a democratic, socially and economically just religion 

terbeck 2000, 148-149). All the values listed by Otterbeck show how Sg 
dinavian Muslims understand “Islam” as a master signifier of that whith 
“good” and “lofty.” 


New Muslims on “Danish,” “Swedish,” or “Norwegian” Islam 


Do new Muslims recognize the emergence of a “Scandinavian Islam,’ or4 
they regard Islam as static and immutable, in keeping with the beliefo{‘t 
true Islam”? In my discussions with Scandinavian new Muslims] raised 
issue and was presented with a different view by nearly every individul 
Even within similar currents of thought, I could sense variations in view. 
individuals’ cultural and social backgrounds, gender and personal disp 
tions, seem to have as large a part to play in this as the current they repress! 
Below, I will discuss some of the views. 

In my discussions, most new Muslims saw the development ofa “Danist’ 
“Swedish,” or “Norwegian” Islam as a natural part of the process of Islamisa 
ceptance in Scandinavian countries. However, Mansur, from the hizb alt 
rir, categorically opposed the development of a “Danish Islam." Hestatés 


I believe that Muslims cannot and should not form a “Danish Islam.” There donota 
ist many versions of Islam, just as there do not exist many versions of the Quran Th 
attempt to create a so-called “Danish Islam,” “European Islam” or “AmericanIslan’ 
is only the over-interpretation of certain Islamic texts. In reality, they are Wen 
thoughts, values and rules that are only dressed up as Islam. 


Mansur sees the attempts to develop a “Danish Islam’ in terms of conspite( 
“The idea of a ‘Danish Islam,’ ‘European Islam,’ or ‘American Islam,’ hes)’ 
“js aimed at the destruction of Islam and the Muslims.” He continues, $2)!" 
that “such ideas are designed to empty the Islamic worldview and the|sla™ 
legislation of those concepts and laws which are not compatible with We! 
ern concepts, norms, values, systems, and legislation.” He sees this attemp!" 
destroy Islam as part of Western countries’ “global war against Islam," whi’ 
is manifested in “United States policy in the Muslim world.” 
Abu Ahmad, who converted six years ago and who has a s]j 
approach, did not accept the concept of “Swedish Islam” either 


ghtly sal 
His view” 
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that “Swedish Islam” would be just anew Islamic Law School. It is interesting 
to note also, however, his observation that “every country’s traditions leave 
their mark on the way Islam is practiced, but that is something else.” 
The Danish Imam, Abdul-Wahid Pedersen, regards Islam in a similar way, 
although he goes further than Abu Ahmad. He says that “Islam is one, but it 
has many faces.” He creates a metaphor of Islam as a string bag full of oranges: 


If we change oranges for apples, the bag is still the same, although the fruit changes. 
I see Islam in this way, if we put Danes or Indonesians or Moroccans in the bag, the 
bagis still the same, whereas the content, the people inside, change. The people do not 
change their culture just because they become Muslims. Islam is the gathering factor, 
but the various Muslim cultures differ from each other. 


It is possible to regard Abdul-Wahid’s view on Islam as similar to Sayyid’s 
characterization of Islam as a “nodal point.” Just as Sayyid believes that “Is- 
lam” can be used to articulate a multiplicity of positions without implying 
multiple “Islams,” Abdul-Wahid sees “Islam as one,” but with “many faces.” 
Abdul-Wahid’s understanding of Islam in these terms rejects the Western no- 
tion of “Islams”; he indicates great diversity within the Islamic framework. 
Abdul-Wahid sees “culture” as being distinct from “religion,” indicating a 
static concept of culture. However, after further discussion, he stated that he 
sees a close relationship between religion and culture and that “this relation- 
ship between the two is the evidence that it is possible to preserve cultural 
traits within Islam. 


n« 


Islam is still Islam in Morocco, and Islam is still Islam in 
Indonesia, although the cultures in the two countries are different,” he says. 
In my discussions with Abla, who embraced Islam in the mid-r980s, she 
expressed that “Swedish Islam’ for her is “Islam interpreted through Swedish/ 
European experiences.” Abla has a degree in humanities and her answers are 
marked by a reflective attitude both toward “Islam” as a concept and her own 
role as a Muslim in Scandinavian society. “Swedish Islam,” she says, “widens 
the scope of Islam.” She tells how she and other Muslim women—Swedish 
converts and some first-generation immigrants—have established kinder 
gartens according to the Swedish model of child care, run Muslim women's 
sports associations, and arranged summer camps for Muslim women and 
children with outdoor activities, bathing, and canoeing. “These activities are 
all examples of ‘Swedish Islam,’” she claims. 
It is, however, in relation to the women’s issue that she feels a “Swedish 
Islam” is most evident in her own Muslim environment. In her view, many 


Muslim countries have restrictive boundaries for the activities of Muslim 
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their mark on the way Islam is practiced, but that is something else.” 
The Danish Imam, Abdul-Wahid Pedersen, regards Islam in a similar way, 
although he goes further than Abu Ahmad. He says that “Islam is one, but it 
has many faces.” He creates a metaphor of Islam as a string bag full of oranges: 


If we change oranges for apples, the bag is still the same, although the fruit changes. 
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but the various Muslim cultures differ from each other. 
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converts and some first-generation immigrants—have established kinder- 
gartens according to the Swedish model of child care, run Muslim women's 
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Muslim countries have restrictive boundaries for the activities of Muslim 
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women and young girls. “The interpretations of Islam are more Limited, 
ditional, and conventional in Muslim countries,” she says. She sees thesis 
terpretations as serving the “preservation of culture,” in contrast to “Shed 
ish Islam,” which, in her view, is an innovative and alternative mover 
of questioning. “Our way,” she says, “is the creation of new culture. Sye, 
ish Islam tries to find alternative methods and ways to educate and promo 
da'wa.” She further states that in her view “Swedish Islam” incorports 
“Swedish” values, such as honesty, punctuality, a work ethic, and the keeping 
of promises. She says that these virtues are also “Islamic virtues,” but they 
“are not particularly prominent among Muslims.” 


It is interesting to note that, during the lectures give to the Swedish publi 
or university students, I usually ask them what they regard as “Swedish it 
als,” so that we might compare them with “Islamic ideals.” The ideals theylx 
are very much in accord with Abla’s list of the “Swedish values’ she believes 
penetrate “Swedish Islam.” Her view, thus, complies with Sayyid's idea of's 
lam” being a master signifier, having connotations of the “good” for Muslims 
Abla’s Islamic ideals are compatible with Swedish ideals, and “Swedish Islan’ 
becomes a mixture of Islamic and Swedish notions. The innovation in thi 
mixture is its emphasis on the “good”: “good” Islamic ideals are mixed with 
the “good” Swedish ideals, creating a “Swedish Muslim” who is regarded a 
both the “best Muslim” and the “best Swede.” The merging of ‘Islamic’ and 
“Scandinavian” values indicated by Abla and Pedersen points at the “creoliza 

tion” of culture. Abla and Pedersen’s cultural creolization contrasts with Man 
sur and Abu Ahmad’s idea of one uniform understanding of Islam. The cet 
tralized ideology of hizb al-tahrir and the salafi worldview obviously playsé 
part in such an understanding. As the ideology of the two movements sticks 
to the accepted beliefs of Arabic-speaking ideologues, there is no scope for lo- 
cal expressions of Islam. Abla and Pedersen’s acceptance of particular Scanti: 


navian expressions of Islam not only highlights the idea of creolization but 

also shows how converts cause “implosions” within the Muslim community. 
Abla and Pedersen are both active within the Muslim community and are thus 
transferring their ideas into a wider Muslim context. The merging of ‘Islamic’ 
and “Scandinavian” values is a probable outcome of their activities, 


Equal Gender Opportunities 


As indicated by Abla, “Swedish Islam” allows for Muslim women to 
participate in activities in which women in Muslim countries are restricted 
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In my discussions with Muslim converts, | found that the issue of gender was 
often raised. The fact that gender issues are prominent among new Muslims 
has to be regarded in view of how Islam is portrayed as a “religion hostile 
to women” in the Scandinavian media, as well as in the general Scandina- 

vian discourse. The new Muslims respond to this by presenting counterargu- 
ments to such portraits, thus facilitating change in the realm of genderissues. 
Ihave observed how new converts tend to defend traditional Muslim gender 
systems. However, as these new Muslims go through various stages in the 
conversion process there is a tendency to incorporate Scandinavian ideals on 
gender relations into the Islamic framework, seeing gender equality as “Is- 
Jamic” in the pattern of that which is “good” is Islamic. I have discussed else- 
where how there tends to be a rapprochement between the ideas of highly 
educated Arabic-speaking immigrants and those of the West when it comes 
to gender relations (Roald 2oor). A similar relationship can be observed in 
the Scandinavian convert community, where views on equal gender oppor- 
tunities vary according to the level of education and degree of continuous 
contact with majority society. 

Maryam, a young woman whois a sympathizer with the salafimovement, 
states: “In Islam the man is the breadwinner and the woman has to stay at 
home with her children.” Maryam does not wear the face veil that is quite 
common among salafis. She says that she would prefer to wear a face veil, but 
she is only eighteen and is still at school. Her ideas on the roles of women 
and men are very much the same as those found in books written by leading 
salafis in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Egypt. Books on women's behavior and 
women’s dress from these countries, which have spread to Scandinavia in 
the late 1990s, promote a strict segregation between men and women anda 
gender pattern that accords with the Saudi gender pattern in particular. Man- 
sur, of the Danish hizb al-tahrir movement, promotes a similar view when he 
refers to the article on gender written by Taqi al-Din al-Nabhani, the founder 
of hizb al-tahrir. The article states that there is no problem between men and 
women in “Islam,” and Mansur’s acceptance of this statement indicates a 
lack of awareness of gender issues in general. 

In contrast to Maryam and Mansur, Hakon does not see any conflict be- 
tween the ideal of equal opportunities and Islam. He states that there is no 
problem with equal gender opportunities, so long as one can be relaxed about 
the issue. “The Arab gender pattern is not necessarily Islamic,” he says. “Look 
at how the Prophet was at home sewing his own sandals and taking part in 

domestic work in a relaxed way. I do not want to make a big deal out of it and 
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for me! do not see it as a problem.” In my discussion with the Danish Ina, 
Abdul-Wahid Pedersen, I asked him about his view on gender equality 
stated: | 


There has always been gender equality in Islam. It has been known in Isany 
1,400 years. It is a new thing in the Western part of the world, but there has tugs 
been gender equality [ligestilling] in Islam. This gender equality, however, des xj 
mean the two genders have similar tasks [en-stilling], as there is a difference betwen 
men and women. Islamic views are based on the real world. Women acquire thr 
rights according to what is stated in the Quran, and in the Qur'an men and wona 
are given nearly the same rights and duties. 


It is interesting to compare Pedersen’s argument with the book written byt 
Egyptian-Canadian Islamic scholar Jamal Badawi, Gender Equity in Islam: Be 
sic Principles (1995). Badawi uses the term “gender equity” instead of “gender 
equality,” seeing the former as more “Islamic” than the latter. He says: 


Equity is used here to mean justice and overall equality in the totality of rights ad 
responsibilities of both genders and allows for the possibility of variations in speci 
items within the overall balance and equality. (Badawi 1995, 47) 


Badawi’s book was discussed by female convert attendees of a summer camp 
in Gothenburg in 1997. The discussion centered on Badaw1's concept of eg 
uity” and its consequences in “real life.” One Swedish converts impression 
of “equity” is that, although men and women have the same opportunities 
everybody has the right to make personal choices according to his/her om 
disposition. No position should be regarded as better than another positin 
in her view. She continued by saying that the hierarchical structures in soc 
ety result from the perceived superiority of men’s traditional role over tha 
of women. She believed this standard is still reflected in the modern world’ 
social setup. In the ensuing discussion, another convert commented that the 
typical necessity for women, due to the economic system in the Scandinavial 
countries, to work outside the home even though they have small children, 
is an example of “equality” rather than “equity”, there is no consideration 
that women have various likes and dislikes. In her view, some women put 
sue careers, whereas others prefer to stay at home, and the pattern of “equity’ 
takes care of such differences in outlook and disposition. There was a tot! 
acceptance of Badawi's concept of “equity,” many of the women expressing 
in interviews that Badawi's book had brought them much relief. One of them 
exclaimed: “He [Badawi] has named a feeling that many Muslims Tecognilé 
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but have had difficulty expressing.” Although I raised the question of how the 
relationship of power between men and women might influence women's 
choices, I discovered that there was no real awareness of this among the con- 
verts in this discussion. For them “equity” represented a free choice of their 
own. In the process of defining “gender equity,” however, a situation similar to 
that of the past might arise, where women's tasks, what is Islamic and what is 
un-Islamic, are established by male representatives of the Islamic faith. 

I discovered that with the exception of followers of the salafi movement 
and the hizb al-tahrir, by and large Scandinavian new Muslims accept the 
ideal of equal opportunities, but reject the idea of seeing women and men 
as “equal.” The concept of “equity” seems to cover this distinction. I found 
that there was no great difference between Shia and Sunni converts on this 

matter. It is interesting to note that in my discussions with Shi'a Muslims, 
Gunilla said she feels the Shi'a converts she knows are all “feminists,” herself 
included. In her view, many Sunni converts are more traditional, in that they 
tend to follow their partners’ “Islam,” whereas Shi’a female converts are con- 
tinuously fighting for women’s rights within “Islam.” I do not know whether 
she is right or not, but such conclusions seem to reflect more the type of 
people with whom one mixes. She might feel this way because she mixes 
with those people she feels comfortable with and who have views similar 
to hers. There are also more Sunni convert Muslims than Shi'a converts. My 
discussions with Sunni Muslims, however, have shown that ideas on female 
empowerment are just as dominant among them as they are among Shi'a 

Muslims. In further discussions with Shi'a Muslims I discovered that, even in 

this group, “feminist” ideas are closer to the concept of “equity” than “equal- 

ity,” thus reflecting the pattern in the Sunni Muslim convert community. 
In my discussion with Annika, who is a Sunni Muslim, she stated: 


In my view “equity” means justice. I believe it is unfair to have to live up to the stan- 
dard of men. Men are different and have different dispositions, and the creation of a 
man’s world has tended to incorporate the traditional roles of men. If we go back fifty 
years, this man’s world had no place for children. Now look at how much women 
work. Who should take care of the children? We are working side by side with men 
in society, but in this “manly” society we have forgotten who is to take care of the fam- 
ily. In the end it all comes down to who is to wash the dishes. The social community 
represented by the family is dissolving, and I. as a Muslim am very concerned about 
this situation. At the same time, I am very much part of it, as I am a professional 
woman who does not manage to take care of my family as I would like. If, in Sweden, 
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we believed in equity instead of equality we might have a better Society, where I cay 
be both a working professional and a good mother and wife. 
Annika’s dilemma of being a professional at the same time as feeling 

sponsibility for keeping the family together is not specific to new Muslims} 
is a problem for many women in Scandinavian society. It is characteristics 
the new Muslim approach, however, that Annika accepts the woman'stalex 
being responsible for the running of the family. Annika believes that women 
are generally more competent at caring for the family’s well-being, and ste 
would have preferred a society where she could combine her professional: 
ism with family maintenance. 

The acceptance of men and women’s different biological dispositionsis 
inherent in the concept of “equity.” In the official Scandinavian discourse 
such argumentation is often termed “biological reductionism,” a label tha 
has negative connotations, and the arguments have been repressed and mor 
or less defined out of the discourse. In further discussion with Annika ase 
her if she believes that men and women must have different roles due to bir 
logical factors. She answered: 


In society, I believe that men and women are interchangeable; a woman is as good 
medical doctor as a man, and a man can be as good a nurse as a woman, and so 
However, on a personal level I believe women feel more responsibility towards their 
children than many men. Psychologists and geneticists explain this with the fact that 
women, unlike men, can only beget a limited number of children. I believe this has 
an influence on the human psyche, at least this is my personal experience. Although 
my husband is very concerned with the upbringing of our children, he does not car 


to check if they have brushed their teeth properly or if they put on sufficient cloths 
when they go out. 


In response to my asking Annika how she believes a system of “equity’ 
would help her in her professional life, she stated that in such a system het 
domestic work and her main responsibility for raising the children wouldbe 
recognized as qualifications and become part of her official work portfolio. 

“If I apply for a job, I should have the right to have this work evaluated a8 
work experience, which would help me to expand in my job.” She continued, 
saying that “if women’s traditional work were appreciated on an official eve! 

of society, women would have greater possibilities to Participate not on! 


yin 
society as such, but also on a higher level of society.” 
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In the discussion with Pedersen, he stated that women were only re- 
stricted in leading prayers in a mixed gathering, otherwise men and women 
have equal opportunities. When I asked a group of female converts about 
this view, they accepted this limitation on female participation. One convert 

stated that women might function as imams and lead prayers, butin a female 
gathering only. Thus, the only limitation for women, she said, is praying in 
front of men, and she did not see this as a problem. However, she admitted 
that it might become a problem for some in the future, Muslim girls, for in- 
stance, who are brought up in a society like that of Scandinavia, where the 
equal opportunities policy is strong. “But,” she said, “we will cross that bridge 
when we come to it.” Another convert stated that she did not regard the issue 
of women being imams as being as important as that of women becoming 

Islamic scholars. In her view it is in the intellectual development of Islamic 

ideas that women are needed in order to correct “the imbalance between the 

female and the male perspective in Islamic thinking.” 

Ideas on equal opportunities in the Scandinavian convert community re- 
semble those of general society. And, just as in society in general, discourses 
on gender of new Muslims differ according to the educational status of the 
individuals and the degree of the individual's integration into majority so- 
ciety. Salafis, members of the hizb al-tahrir, and less-educated Muslims who 
are marginalized in majority society tend to accept the traditional Muslim 
gender pattern. The views of the more highly educated, who are often part of 
the majority society, tend, on the other hand, to converge with the standard 
Scandinavian view of equal opportunities. However, the latter group’s point 
of view differs slightly from Scandinavian discourses on gender. The diver- 
gence can be illustrated in the distinction between the two concepts “equal- 
ity” and “equity.” 


Toward a Scandinavian Islam? 


Larsen discusses a gradual convergence of “Islamic” and “Norwegian” ac- 
tivities into a new kind of “Islamic” activity. Norwegian converts have, for 
instance, started up Islamic kindergartens and have also initiated a specific 
form of ‘id-celebration. In the Muslim world the ‘d-celebration is a time 
when families visit each other during the three or four days that the celebra- 
tion lasts. New Muslims often do not have Muslim relatives, unless they can 
include their partner's family. In the Muslim community in Norway there 
was no real ‘id-celebration for children until female converts decided to 
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arrange a special party in one of the mosques, al-Rabita (the league), ater 
“d-prayer. The new Muslims emphasized the children’s need for celebrating 
and the development of ‘id-traditions in the Norwegian context. The giving 
of gifts to children who had managed to fast and the organization of vatioy 
competitions became a recurring element in the celebrations (Larsen 193, 
79). Larsen notes that, after a while, even Muslim immigrants took panin 
this celebration. Even women from other mosques came to attend the ce 
ebration, as there were no arrangements for women in their mosques. The 
new Muslims’ ‘id-traditions in Scandinavia resemble those of the tradition 
Christmas observance. 

As most converts tend to skip the Christmas celebration (except for thos 
who feel obliged to celebrate with their parents), they have brought thet 
ditions from this celebration into the new Islamic framework. One exampk 
of this is the Norwegian converts who have introduced the Norwegian tradi 
tion of the “Advent calendar,” which contains little pictures and small piece 
of candy for each day of Advent, and have adapted them for Ramadan. The 
calendars are homemade, with an appliqué of mosques, crescents, and other 
“Islamic” motifs. Larsen writes that these calendars are peculiar in that the 
children are not to open the gift of the day until after sunset, when the Mus: 
lims break their fast. 

The publication of a book of Norwegian-Islamic children’s songs is an 
other example of how “Islam” has evolved in the Norwegian context. The 
texts are mainly Islamic songs translated from English, but the new Muslims 

have composed some songs themselves. It is interesting to observe that the 
melodies are often taken from well-known children’s songs, even Christian 
songs, from the Norwegian context (Larsen 1995, 167). 

During Ramadan 2001, some new Muslims were made responsible for chil 
dren’s activities in one of the mosques in Oslo. In addition to telling Islamic 
stories, they also worked with play dough. Khadija tells how children queued 
up to participate in the activities; even those children who often refused t0 
participate in mosque activities were enthusiastic about going to the mosque 

that year. “They have at last understood that the traditional imams’ way of 
only letting the children sit and read the Quran does not work on Norwegian 
children,” she says. “If we want our children to take up the Islamic tradition 
we have to teach them in an empathetic manner, not in a traditional way.” 
In Sweden in the town of Gothenburg, a group consisting mainly of 
Swedish female converts has started up Islamic kindergartens, It is interest: 
ing to note that the main methodology used in these kindergartens is the 
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Montessori system, in which many of the new Muslims have taken classes. 
The reason they have chosen to follow a Swedish child-care model (the Mon- 
tessori system is popular in Sweden) is that they regard this model to be in 
accordance with the “Islamic” pedagogical ideal. 

Yet another interesting phenomenon in the development toward a “Scan- 
dinavian Islam” is the new Muslim undertaking of “walking with poles,” or 
“exerstriding.” Over the last few years this sport, where one walks with ski 
poles in order to increase the exercising effect, has become popular in Swe- 

den and Norway and particularly in Finland, where it started. Some converts 
and even some born Muslims walk regularly several miles with poles. 

These examples of Norwegian convert activities, the Swedish-Islamic 
kindergartens and the exerstriding, typify how Scandinavian new Muslims 
form their own “Islamic” traditions by transferring Scandinavian traditions 
into an Islamic context. It is also interesting to note how immigrant Muslims 
participate in the new Muslim activities, as seen in the example of the ‘id- 

celebrations in Norway and in the Muslim immigrants who send their chil- 

dren to the Islamic kindergartens run by new Muslims in Sweden. The new 

“Islamic” model draws on elements both from the Muslims’ own cultural 

context and from a Scandinavian cultural sphere. 

Frank Flinn, a researcher on conversion, discusses a model of conversion 
in which he proposes that new movements might be formed in response to 
the converts’ perception of a discrepancy between ideal and reality (1999). 
Moreover, he claims that a convert community might work in a revolution- 
ary way by defying accepted rules and establishing new movements. The 
process I have described above, where Scandinavian new Muslims are active 
in shaping a “Scandinavian Islam,” reflects Flinn’s prediction. The Scandina- 
vian Muslims’ defiance of born Muslims’ understanding of Islam and their 
working of new content into traditional theological concepts are factors that 
might lead to new established theologies within a Scandinavian framework. 

Larsen defines the innovation of Norwegian new Muslims using the terms 
of the sociologist of religion Peter Berger: the “externalisation of a subjective 
reality” (1995, 167). Given Berger and Luckmann’s thesis of social reality as a 
human construction (1967), it is plausible to assume that future generations 

of Muslims in Scandinavia will internalize the hybrid traditions created by 

Muslim converts and see them as wholly “Islamic” rather than Scandinavian 

traditions. These new Muslim activities are the results of a “creolization” 
process where new Muslims’ cultural backgrounds merge with Islamic ideas 
and practice. 
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It is, however, important to consider whether the Tediscovery of they 
vert identity built on a merging of Scandinavian and Islamic valu ie 
and practice is a result of a deliberate intellectual endeavor orto What erty 
it is an instinctive reaction to what can be seen as a downward Step ini 
social ladder. Converts have a great vested interest in Temaining “Scandi 
vian,” with all that it implies. By reclaiming the Scandinavian heritage iy 

can effectively distance themselves from the social, economic, and polite 
problems that are weighing down the Muslim community and keep some 
the superior status inherent in belonging to the majority community. 
By reclaiming their Scandinavian culture they can claim ethnicity ti 
tinct from the “Arabic,” “Turkish,” or “Kurdish” label, which often connois 
inner-city or suburban ghettos, defrauding the benefit system, educatiow 
underachievement, poor language skills, and “ignorance,” without havingi 
turn their backs on Islam and without appearing racists. On a global level 
also means that they can gain relief from the sheer weight of the burdend 
the Muslim ummah. A British convert said that when he became a Musiini 
had to do with faith in God, belief, and theology. He said he founditan awitl 
experience to then wake up one day as a Muslim and be expected to takeont 
dozen political causes. Suddenly he felt responsible for helping to free Kash 
mir and Palestine, supporting the Bosnian and Kosovan Muslims, feeding the 
refugees from Afghanistan and Chechnya, and generally arguing the caus 
of all Muslims around the world. In view of his reflection it seems that bg 
a “European” or a “Scandinavian” Muslim becomes a safer and less stressfl 
option and looks increasingly attractive.‘ 

It seems obvious that current Muslim religiosity is influenced by Westen 
attitudes and methodologies in various ways. The new Muslims thus pl 
an important role in the blending of the various traditions. In due cous: 
second., third-, and fourth-generation Muslims will probably play a similt 
role as carriers of local Scandinavian traditions into the Muslim commuti 


ties, On the SFCM e-group in 1998, a Swedish male convert illustrated thi 
blending of traditions thus: 


How will contemporary and future young Swedish Muslims look at Islam in thi 
country? “Swedish Islam” will probably, like Swedish Christianity, give rise to asi 
cession of various alternative views, but I believe that the interpretation which is¢s 
tablishing itself.as the current Swedish understanding of Islam will, putting it mild’ 
be very interesting. A calm and balanced Islam rooted in, and with respect for, the 
Swedish cultural heritage. [An Islam] [which raises up the classical Islamic cultur, 
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which is full of nuances, as a beautiful heritage to pass on in the Swedish language. 


[An Islam] [w]hich represents a deep spirituality rooted in the Islamic orthodoxy as 
well as in the mystical path of Sufism. (SFCM, April 29, 1998 [translation mine]) 


Later in his letter he imagined the fruits of this hybrid, combining the Islamic 
symbol, the mosque, with a strong Swedish architectural symbol, Falun red 
houses with white corners: 


Swedish Islam would hopefully have its own writers, thinkers, and artists, as well 
as institutions of different kinds, established Swedish imam colleges, people’s high 
schools, and mosques with Swedish architecture. Maybe Falun red mosques with 
white corners? (SFCM, April 29, 1998 [translation mine]) 


This new Muslim explicitly expressed his link to both Islamic traditionalism 
and to Sufism, and his approach to the “Swedish-Islamic” hybrid has to be 
regarded in view of Gerholm’s idea of Sufism as a compromise between the 
East and the West (1988). 

In contrast to this mixture of traditions, which seems to be an obvious 
general trend among Scandinavian new Muslims, | observe that current 
interaction between the Muslim communities and Scandinavian society at 
large flows very much one way. Many of the attitudes and practices of major- 
ity society greatly influence Muslims, whereas majority society adopts little 
except food traditions from the Muslim communities. However, it is impossi- 
ble to evaluate Scandinavian society without taking the immigrant commu- 
nities into consideration. Although immigrants in general and Muslims in 
particular have had little explicit influence on majority society, the Scandi- 
navian countries would probably have looked quite different today without 
their immigrant populations. Thus there has been an implicit influence that 
has had and still has an impact on the development of Scandinavian society. 


Reflections 


Most converts interviewed in this study saw “Islam” in terms of a “Swedish,” 
“Danish,” or “Norwegian” Islam. A small minority, mainly recent converts, 
tended to defy “Scandinavian society” in a pattern of being “more royal than 
the king.” Similarly, sympathizers with the two extreme movements, salafi 
and hizb al-tahrir, refused to speak in terms of a “Scandinavian Islam.” They 
claimed that there is only “one Islam” that never changes. These movements 
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are actually marginalized both in the Muslim world andin Muslim comp, 

nities in Western countries, and such statements reflect the “fundameniaig 

nature of these groups in that they interpret the scripture literally and, 
dorse a rigid and at times violent understanding of Islam (see also Roald 

23-28). They have an exclusionist approach to majority society, as witness 

in the hizb al-tahrirs boycott of the Autumn 2001 Danish election. Howe: 

many new Muslims in this movement are young people, and here Abii, 

Wahid Pedersen’s conclusion seems to be pertinent: such movementsattr 

the youth because of the stage of rebellion many young people go throughs 

a certain point in their lives. Furthermore, the harsh climate of that Danis 

election campaign, which focused on the situation of immigrants, or ‘ix 

eigners,” seems to have triggered the popularity of this movement. In Sie 

den and in Norway, there isa less fertile soil for such movements to grov, tu 
to a much more careful attitude in the official discourse about the immigan! 
issue. 

As for the great majority of my informants, I observed that, by and large, 
they accepted the concept of “equal gender opportunities.” However, | ais 
discovered that, within the general consensus, there were often slight va 
tions in view compared to the discourse of mainstream non-Muslim Scandi 
navians. 

The idea of an increased individualization in Scandinavian society ist 
flected in new Muslim reactions against the Arabic gender pattern, as 
pressed by Hakon. This is another aspect of the spread of an ideology of mat 

cipation, promoting in particular the empowerment of women through 
rereading of the Islamic sources. In my study on Arabic-speaking Muslims 
I found that this rereading is a new trend in Europe (Roald 2001), and Euo 
pean converts seem to have an important part to play in this process. As for 
the theology of feminism, it is obvious that new Muslims are concerned with 
the empowerment of women and in opposition to traditional Muslim gendet 
patterns. Similarly, the human rights discourse, with its other subdiscoursts 
such as democracy, equal opportunities, and rights for individuals of various 
sexual dispositions, is an important ingredient in the new Muslim discours. 
New Muslims’ ability to mix ideas is obvious, for instance, in the promotion 
of “equity” over “equality” in matters of equal gender opportunities, 

I observed that Muslims in Scandinavia still feel marginalized in soci 
ety due to the segregation of society and the fact that many Muslims até 
unemployed. Few Muslims actively interact with Scandinavian Society 02 

a level where the mutual exchange of ideas is possible. In contemporat} 
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Scandinavia, new Muslims constitute the majority of Muslims engaged in a 
dialogue with wider society. However, the part they play is a defensive one, 
intended to show that the ideas of Muslims and Islam are not threatening 
to Scandinavian society. In the near future, second-generation born Muslims 

will most probably have a similar role to play. 


Notes 


Author's Note: This research was conducted 
under the program Religious Minority in 
the Nation-State, funded by the Swedish 
Research Council. Parts of the chapter are 
published in Roald 2004. 

1. This study was built on fieldwork 
conducted among converts in Sweden, 
Denmark, and Norway in 1999-2000. | dis- 
tributed a questionnaire and 116 converts 
responded. I asked most of the respondents 
whether they were willing to answer 

before I handed over the questionnaire. 
Some of the questionnaires I handed over 
to community leaders, who distributed 
and then gathered them. I also conducted 
thirty-two qualitative interviews with 
twenty-three (72 percent) women and 
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CHAPTER 3 


Symbolizing Distance 
Conversion to Islam in Germany and the United States 


Monika Wohlrab-Sahr 


t is in vogue in sociology of religion to talk about religion in terms of the 
market. American sociologists, especially, have advocated theories of a 
religious market, of religious human capital, and of “rational choice.” Some 
have propagated this approach as a “new paradigm” in sociology of religion. 
This new paradigm is supposed to replace secularization theory, which has 
been the predominant theoretical approach for decades (see Warner 1993). In 
this debate, it is striking how old theoretical assumptions are reinterpreted 
and given completely different meanings. Whereas for Peter L. Berger (1967) 
the pluralization of worldviews was a central element within a theory of 
secularization, in the recent American debate it has become the main argu- 
ment against such a theory. For Berger, pluralization implied that religious 
beliefs and systems of meaning become relative and lose their formerly ob- 
jectified status. In the recent debate, this view is no longer considered. In- 
stead, a pluralistic supply of religious “commodities” seems to guarantee ro- 
bust demand (see Stark and Iannaccone 1994; Iannaccone, Finke, and Stark 
1997; Finke and Stark 1988). Constant religious needs taken for granted, this 
approach presupposes a religious actor, who mainly tries to realize the reli- 
gious human capital that he or she has gathered in the course of religious 
socialization and practice. Consequently, as lannaccone (1990) argues, those 
rational religious actors tend to search for contexts that optimally corre- 
spond to their religious competence. If they should undergo any changes— 
for example, convert to a different religion—they will not stray too far from 
where they came, and they will do it at a young age in order to amortize their 
investments. They will look for a spouse with the same religious affiliation, 
or if their spouse embraces a different religion and has a stronger commit- 


ment than they themselves have, they will convert to their spouse's religion 
to minimize costs and conflicts. Looking at the supply side of the religious 
market, this approach assumes that a diversified supply and the resulting re- 
ligious competition will positively stimulate religious demand; that is, “The 
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t is in vogue in sociology of religion to talk about religion in terms of the 

market. American sociologists, especially, have advocated theories of a 
religious market, of religious human capital, and of “rational choice.” Some 
have propagated this approach as a “new paradigm” in sociology of religion. 
This new paradigm is supposed to replace secularization theory, which has 
been the predominant theoretical approach for decades (see Warner 1993). In 
this debate, it is striking how old theoretical assumptions are reinterpreted 
and given completely different meanings. Whereas for Peter L. Berger (1967) 
the pluralization of worldviews was a central element within a theory of 
secularization, in the recent American debate it has become the main argu 
ment against such a theory. For Berger, pluralization implied that religious 
beliefs and systems of meaning become relative and lose their formerly ob- 
jectified status. In the recent debate, this view is no longer considered. In- 
stead, a pluralistic supply of religious “commodities” seems to guarantee ro- 
bust demand (see Stark and Iannaccone 1994; Iannaccone, Finke, and Stark 
1997; Finke and Stark 1988). Constant religious needs taken for granted, this 
approach presupposes a religious actor, who mainly tries to realize the reli- 
gious human capital that he or she has gathered in the course of religious 
socialization and practice. Consequently, as Iannaccone (1990) argues, those 
rational religious actors tend to search for contexts that optimally corre- 
spond to their religious competence. If they should undergo any changes— 
for example, convert to a different religion—they will not stray too far from 
where they came, and they will do it at a young age in order to amortize their 
investments. They will look for a spouse with the same religious affiliation, 
or if their spouse embraces a different religion and has a stronger commit- 
ment than they themselves have, they will convert to their spouse's religion 
to minimize costs and conflicts. Looking at the supply side of the religious 
market, this approach assumes that a diversified supply and the resulting re- 
ligious competition will positively stimulate religious demand; that is, “The 
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more pluralism, the greater the religious mobilization of the popula 
(Finke and Stark 1988, 43). 

In this chapter, I discuss the reach of this approach USINE an mpi 
study on conversion to Islam in Germany and the United States. Evenifty 
sonal acts of choice must be considered a necessary constituent of = 
sion, I argue that conversion can only be understood adequately if thei 
graphical background of such decisions is analyzed as well. The conversiz 
decision has a specific meaning that is related to the convert’s backgrom 
conversion fulfills a certain biographical function. On the other hand lsan 
is not a neutral object of choice. The history of confrontations between te 

“Islamic” world and the “Christian” world adds a symbolic connotation 
Islamic conversion that plays into the conversion decision as well. Takiy 
both into account—the biographical background of conversions and te 
symbolic connotations of conversion to Islam in the West—the interpre 
gains a better understanding of the “biographical rationality” of the conv 
sion decision and, by means of that, the profits and losses of that decision 


Hinge 


Conversion, Rational Choice, and Pluralization 


At least since the 1960s, and especially for younger generations, it hasno 
been completely misleading to interpret the religious situation in Western 
European countries in terms of a religious market and to consider religious 
behavior to be influenced by individual choice rather than by tradition and 
social constraint. Broadcast by the growing international mobility and by the 
influence of the media, new religious “commodities” are offered on the ‘mar 
ket” of worldviews, and there is demand for them, more or less. Formerly 
closed confessional milieus—such as in Germany or the Netherlands—hat 
disintegrated to a great extent, and we see a process of rapid detraditionalize 
tion in the field of religion, as well as in morality (see Jagodzinski and Dob 
belaere 1993). Even in Catholicism, churchgoing is declining rapidly, and 
the consent to essential issues of confessional belief—such as the beliefin 
Heaven and Hell or the belief in the Hereafter—is weakening enormous) 
eyen among committed church members. On top of these changes, more and 
more people choose to abandon religion as a whole. In general, religious af 
filiation no longer seems to be defined by tradition, social constraints, and 
processes of social inheritance. Indeed, religious affiliation has become open 
to personal] preferences, with the effect that more and more people not only 


make their choice within the religious market but also decide against religion 
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in general. Although these developments support some of the theoretical as- 
sumptions of rational-choice theory, they do not make religion a commod- 


ity like other goods. This distinction is especially important in situations in 
which not only different varieties of religion, but also the option for religion 
in general, are at our disposal. 

Ido not doubt that the phenomenon of conversion is, in itself, part of the 
process of pluralization of the religious and cultural landscape. If one does 
not want to subscribe to a simple model of brainwashing, conversion can- 
not be understood without considering acts of religious choice. The idea of 

choice is especially true for the phenomenon I will discuss here: the conver- 
sions of native Germans and Americans to Islam (see Wohlrab-Sahr 1996, 
1998, 1999a, 1999b, 2001). 

These conversions would not have occurred without some process of plu- 
alization as a precondition for religious choice. Even though some people in 
the study may have encountered Islam while traveling to foreign countries, in 
most of the cases they were introduced to Islam by Muslims in their own coun- 
try. Some examples from my study: a colleague at work, one’s present or for- 

mer husband, a friend, a woman one wants to marry, the lover of one’s mother, 

or a prominent representative of the local Muslim community. In addition, 
there must be a societal context that makes religious choice possible; that is, 
there must be the sense that the society allows thinking about conversion to 
areligion that seems ultimately foreign to many people in Western societies.” 
For this reason, Muslim converts usually refer positively to a pluralistic situa- 
tion that allows them to deviate from the religious orientations and behavior 
of the majority. A German Muslim woman from my study, for example, used 
to go swimming in a lake in Berlin in full clothing and headscarf. In the in- 
terview, she explicitly referred to the example of those who went swimming 
naked right next to her. “If they dare [to behave in a deviant mannerl,... so 
do I,” she said (Wohlrab-Sahr 1999b, 160). And a young East German woman 
commented on her new Muslim orientation by saying, “I can’t imagine to be 
completely without anything anymore.... Because somehow, ... maybe we 
need this to belong to something... Of course it is not irrelevant what you 

belong to, but you can choose what you like” (Wohlrab-Sahr 1999b, 324). 

But even if “you can choose what you like,” the commodities offered in 
the religious market are not completely arbitrary; they have specific social 
and historical connotations. These connotations are available in the stock of 
knowledge of a given society in the form of typifications and become part of 
the would-be convert’s definition of the situation. Conversion to Buddhism 
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has a different connotation from conversion to Islam. Those Who conven 
Islam enter the context of a history of polarization that has lasted cree 
ries. Even in the historical imagination of European nations, especially in 
mythological narratives about their origins, Islam is primarily addressed x 
“Europe’s absolute antithesis and negation, against which the only opto 
was battle” (Francois and Schulze 1998, 25 [translated by author), Whethe 

they want to or not, converts participate in this history of polarization. U, 

ally they do not only participate in this history as “victims,” but also cm 

sciously make use of it, more or less. Conversion, then—scientific observe 
take note—is used as a means of distinction. 

Nevertheless, the behavior of converts to Islam contradicts the assump 
tions of the religious human capital approach in many respects. Convers 
turn to a religion that is disconnected from the religious competence they 
have gained in their life. Their choice produces enormous conflicts and coss 
The life that they have been living, the social relationships that have bee 
relevant, the places that they have been going, cannot be referred to eas 
after conversion. Does this kind of religious choice make sense? From the 
perspective of the rational-choice approach, we would have to assume that 
in the background of bicultural marriages (the adjustment to a spouse with 

a stronger religious commitment, in most of the cases a Muslim man) is the 
attempt to avoid conflicts in marriage and to harmonize the public presenta 
tion of the family. In my research I found conversion decisions based on such 
backgrounds. If a religiously committed Muslim man and a less committed 
or religiously indifferent woman with a Christian background get together 
conversion to Islam may be used to gain common ground in the relationship 
In other cases, conversion may play a role in the power balance between the 
marriage partners. The wife may use her status as a convert asa kind ofsym 
bolic and cultural capital, based on which she can legitimately argue with 
her husband about the right interpretation of Islam and its consequences {01 
daily life. In these cases, however, most people change their religious mem 
bership without undergoing the more fundamental transformation process 
that we term “conversion.” 

The rational-choice approach explicitly ignores differences among vari 
ous commodities on the market. The “essence” of religion, as Jannaccone 
(1990) states polemically, is of no more interest to this approach than the es 
sence of an apple. In bis critique of the rational-choice approach, Steve Bruce 
has stressed that religion, as well as love, is closely connected with personal 
identity. Even if we find ourselves on marriage markets and on markets of 
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worldviews, the commitments that take effect, the motives that drive us, 
and the idealizations that operate are inconsistent in many respects with 
the behavior of a “rational” actor trying to maximize benefits. Thus we can 
approach religious orientations sociologically only if we can also conceive 
of what Alfred Schiitz in his phenomenological sociology has called the 
“Because-motive” (1960, 123). In short, the Because-motive is the background 
that the actor comes from when he or she confronts a specific situation of 
choice with a variety of possible options. The options that a person has in 

a certain situation may be more or less attractive because of that person's 

specific biographical background. The same choice taken by different people 

may have different meanings because of this background. The various 

“situations” in which a choice is made have different histories, and because 

of that, different implications. Using the language of rational-choice theory, 

one could say that only if we reconstruct the “biographical rationality” of the 

conversion decision, can we understand the profit and loss of conversion. 


The Approach: Biographical Analysis in a Functional Perspective 


My study combines biographical analysis with a functional perspective. The 
function that conversion fulfills for a person's biography is at the core of 
my research. My approach uses Schiitz’s Because-motive as the experiential 
background based on which specific life plans are developed. Correspond- 
ing to this term in functional theory—as represented by Merton (1968) or 
Luhmann (1970<, b, c)—is “reference problem,” in reference to which a cer- 
tain act or arrangement becomes a “problem solution.” Because-motives, like 
functions, can only partially be conceived of by the actor himself or herself. 
There are blind spots for every person involved in a specific setting. For this 
reason, functional theory talks of “latent functions.” ? Of course, sociological 
observation has its blind spots as well; the sociologist will see things differ- 
ently from a religious actor or a theological interpreter. 

Obviously, a functional approach relates disparate things to each other 
when it looks for the connection between religion and biography. This ap- 
proach might seem suspicious to observers from within the religious field 
because they usually claim a religious foundation for their conversion deci- 
sion, for example, discontent with Christianity, problems with the idea of the 
Trinity, etc. Consequently, they choose religious terms such as “illumination” 
or “revelation” to explain the conversion process. A religious phenomenon, 


then, is explained by reference to religion. 
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Trying to explain religious conversion sociologically, and ftom a fy, 
tional perspective, is considered by others especially suspiciously vient 
religion is Islam. Because it is a religion, some critics feel obliged to iy 
it against the dissecting view of a sociologist. Because it is a foreign reign 
it even seems to need special protection. However, Thy interview mater 
shows no evidence that conversion to Islam results from inner Teligiousen, 
flicts. Even if converts sometimes referred to such conflicts in the intenvig 

for example, problems with the idea of the Trinity or the idea of thelmmay 
late Conception, it became clear that this problematic view only develop 
after these people came into a milieu of other converts. Consequently, thee 
conflicts have to be interpreted as resulting from a discourse among convers 
that confirms their new social identity and draws a distinction betweeni 
and the old one. In other words, these conflicts are the result of identity pt 
tics. Thus it would be a fallacy to conclude a conversion motive. 
Certainly I cannot exclude the possibility that there might be peop 
somewhere who converted to Islam as the result of “theological” problens 
with Christianity. But my research shows such theological virtuosos areat 
The converts I interviewed did not have problems with their religion atthe 
time they converted. Rather, they had withdrawn from the religious fieldin 


the course of their adolescence. Through Islam, religion gains new relevance 
for them. 


Biographical analyses indicate a close connection between processts 
biographical crisis and the conversion decision. Even if this perspectivewer 
not in line with the religious self-description of Muslim converts, it wouldbe 
a problematic restriction of the sociological analysis to shrink from formu 

lating such a connection. In the context of functional theory, the relation 
ship between biographical crisis and religious conversion can be describedés 
the relationship between reference problem and problem solution. 
People usually do not become converts in a procedure of conscious st 
therapy. They do not convert in order to solve problems. Doing so would de 
stroy the religious nature of their choice. Furthermore, it would reduce then 
to strategists in the religious field, like the figure of Casanova in the field of 
intimacy. Certainly this type of conversion may happen, but it is probably 
rare and not likely to last. Nevertheless, biographical narratives deliver the 
necessary material for a sociological interpretation and for the reconstruc 
tion of reference problems and problem solutions. To look upon biographi- 
cal material in functional terms means to look upon it as an obseryer The 
observer depends on the converts narrative, but he or she does not hear only 
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the intended message of the convert’s self-theory. It is latent functions or la- 
tent meanings that the analysis aims to uncover- 
Collecting interview material based on which connections between the 
biography and the conversion decision can be detected raises some method- 
ological problems. As Luckmann and others have shown in their work about 
the conversion narrative (Luckmann 1986, 1987; Ulmer 1988; Snow and 
Machalek 1983, 1984), converts make use of a certain narrative form when 
they are asked how they became converts. This insight revolutionized the 
sociology of conversion during the last thirty years and has been labeled the 
“linguistic tum” in conversion research (Krech 1995). Consequently, sociolo- 
gists developed an approach focusing on the forms of religious communi- 
cation and on the strategies of self-representation through which converts 
convincingly present themselves as converts. The convert was looked upon 
as a social type, who could be recognized first of all by a specific rhetoric 
(see Snow and Machalek 1983, 1984). Some researchers even claimed that it 
is only this specific presentation and communication that make a person a 
convert. It was the “conversion narrative” as a specific “genre of communica- 
tion” (Taylor 1976; Sprondel 1985; Luckmann 1986, 1987; Ulmer 1988) that 
was especially interesting for sociologists, although these narratives became 
more and more suspicious as sources of exploring the causes of conversion. 
Compared to former approaches, this perspective was fruitful for sociology 
of conversion because researchers became aware of the specific social forms 
within converts’ self-presentations. Consequently, they moved beyond the 
naiveté of just collecting converts’ narratives in order to find out about the 
causes and paths of conversion. Unfortunately, these insights do not seem 
well known among present analysts of religious conversion. 

In spite of such progress, this approach, which claimed to be specifically 
sociological, also implied a narrowing of the perspective to the refinement 
of forms and strategies of presentation in a specific social context. What fell 
completely out of sight was this question: Why does it make sense to an indi- 
vidual to participate in a procedure that the majority of people find strange? 
In other words, researchers did not discuss the structural relationship be- 

tween a specific sort of typified social presentation (conversion narrative) 
and a specific biographical identity. 

Nevertheless, the methodological problem remains significant. If there 
are stereotyped ways of talking about one’s conversion decision, the empin- 
cal investigator who is interested in the relationship between biography and 
conversion must find a way to avoid the reproduction of such stereotypes. 
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For this reason, I decided not to ask people how they became cony 
stead, I asked them to tell me about their whole lives and about co 
as a part of their lives. There was only one person among my intenviewes', 
whom this distinction did not work:aman witha leading role inthe Mula 
community who had often talked (and written) publicly about his cone 
sion decision before. In this case, the attempt to generate an ad hocnamais 
failed, whereas in all the other cases it worked well. In spite of the proces 
reorientation that converts have gone through, usually they are wellable, 
other people are, to talk about their lives in different ways. The “converin 


narrative” is only one mode of telling about their lives, and itis used ing 


Cts. 


cific situations as a kind of “claims-making,” and oftentimes hasatle 
missionary implications. But an ad hoc narrative about their whole lies 
another possibility. This approach enables observers to see the setting: 
person’s life of which conversion is a part.’ 


Empirical Investigation: Conversion to Islam in Germany and the United 
States 


Between 1992 and 1996 I conducted forty-two biographical interviews i 
Muslim converts in different cities of Germany and the United States. list! 
ficult to estimate the total number of Muslim converts because cones 
to Islam is not very formalized, and Muslim communities have a low lev 
of bureaucratic organization in general. There are no statistics about “men 
bers,” as in the Christian churches. For these reasons there are no rela 
records about converts and few reliable numbers about Muslims in gene? 
especially in the United States. 
There are some recent estimates that the Muslim population in the Unite 
States is about 5 to 6 million (Siddiqi 1992, viii), whereas in Germany, dung 
the time of my research, there was a Muslim population of about 2.2 m 
lion. Since then, the Muslim population in Germany has grown to betwee! 
3 and 4 million. Compared to the United States, Germany’s population has? 
much higher percentage of Muslims, most of them Turkish immigrants. bu! 
the number of converts is hard to determine and must not be confused with 
the number of German Muslims in general. There are probably a few thov 
sand Muslim converts in Germany. Several Muslim organizations estimat 
that about two-thirds are women. Looking at a total of 121 conversion docu 
ments of the Community of German-speaking Muslims in Berlin in 1992 
I found a ratio of 68 women (56 percent) to 53 men (44 percent). Howevel 
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these numbers do not necessarily reflect the general ratio of men to women, 
because most conversions are not documented in that way. 
Compared to Germany, the United States has a much smaller percentage 
of Muslims in its population; however, it has a much higher percentage of 
converts. In 1986 Yvonne Haddad estimated that about one-third of Ameri- 
can Muslims were African American converts (1986, 1; Weeks 1988, 53), 
whereas she estimated only ten thousand were white converts, most with a 
strong preference for Sufism 
In my research, the German sample was composed of seven men and 
twelve women, among them two women who had grown up in the former 
German Democratic Republic (GDR). The American sample was composed 
of eleven African American men and twelve women of different ethnic ori- 
gins, most of whom had been living with African American men for at least 
awhile. Again, the composition of the sample hints at the different milieu- 
context in each country. Even if conversion to Islam does not have a primar- 
ily political background today, as it did during the time of black nationalist 
movements, conversion to Islam in America is still mainly an African Amer- 
ican phenomenon, which is predominantly passed on within this ethnic 
group. In Germany, conversions are often related to intercultural contacts, 
especially marriage to a Muslim spouse. Nevertheless, most of the interreli- 
gious marniages do not involve conversions. And if they do, conversion can- 
not be explained by marriage alone. In some of the cases, conversion comes 
first, and only afterward does a partner from the new religious context enter 
the picture. In other cases, marriage and conversion are two moments in a 
process of reorientation that lead in the same direction and stabilize each 
other (see Haddad 1986, 7). 

There are certainly cases in which Muslim men (or their families) pres- 
sure their wives to convert to Islam. More striking, I found the opposite in my 
research. In many cases, the male Muslim partners were looking for a “West- 
em” woman rather than for a convert and neither wanted nor enforced their 
wives’ reorientation. On the contrary, it was often the female converts that 
pushed their partners to adhere more faithfully to their Muslim origins and 
to practice their religion. In spite of these varieties of mutual influence, Mus- 
lim partners have an important role in conversion because in many cases 

they are the significant others who bring the new religion onto the would-be 
convert’s horizon. In addition, they are part of the biographical dynamic in 
the course of which conversion occurs. To say it pointedly: They “deliver” the 
material that can be used biographically. 
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I am especially interested in the telationship between conye 
change of worldview and life orientation, and the biographical backgog 
and biographical reflections of those who undergo sucha change. Tota 
late this relationship in terms of functional analysis: My aimistoteconsn, 
the problem that conversion refers to and to work out the specific Peg 
solution that goes along with conversion. 


SOD g, 


Results: Three Types of Conversion 


Ultimately, the biographical analysis doesnot aim at understanding thesng, 
case as such. It aims at understanding general elements or typical featuesi 
the case. In my research, which is based on biographical case studies, 1ea 
structed three functions or types of conversion to Islam. In spite of spec 
differences, I found all three types in both countries. The distinctions anu 
these three functions are ideal-typical distinctions, whereas in concretebig 
raphies these functions might overlap. The three types of conversion eft 
three different realms of experience and characteristic problems associate 
with each (i.e., typical reference problems). Through the process of conve 
sion, people could articulate these problems and find specific solutions 
The first sphere of problems refers to issues of sexuality and gender 
lations. Characteristic experiences are personal devaluation resulting from 
the violation of norms regarding sexuality and gender relations ot from the 
dissolution of a gender-related social order. Conversion to Islam enables the 
symbolization and articulation of these experiences, and through this pro 
cess problem-solving can begin. With the establishment of new boundari 
rules, and interpretations, a new order implying a revaluation of the person 
is created. I label this solution, and the function of conversion associat! 
with it, “implementation of honor” (see Wohlrab-Sahr 1996). 
The second sphere of problems refers to issues of social mobility. Chart 
teristic experiences are failed attempts to move up socially and economical 
and the loss of personal acknowledgment associated with such failure. Con 
version to Islam enables these failed attempts to be stabilized or referred to’ 
an alternative career, thus new acknowledgment can be gained, Stabilizatios 
is closely connected with the religious reorientation and takes the form! 
a “methodization of life conduct” (see Weber 2002), the second function 
conversion to Islam. 
The third sphere of problems refers to issues of Nationality and ethnic 
ity. Characteristic experiences are those of precarious belonging that becom 
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relevant not only in the public, but also in the private, sphere. Of specific im- 
portance is the ascription of collective or social identities that, for certain rea- 
sons, cannot be taken as one’s own or which define social exclusion. It might 
also be that old forms of distinction and affiliation do not work under new 
circumstances and for this reason new commitments become relevant. Con- 
version to Islam in these cases fulfills the function of “symbolic emigration 
and symbolic battle.” Through Islam a new kind of global association in the 
sense of an “imagined community” comes into play (see Anderson 1991). 
These spheres of problems, and the types of experiences associated with 
them, show that without referencing the specific biography of a person, 
conversion can be understood only on the surface level. According to my 
findings, the specific dynamic of conversion results from biographical cri- 
sis experiences that cannot be solved with other, nonreligious means, but 
through conversion can be articulated symbolically and ritually within a 
religious frame of reference. The problem solution is connected to this ar- 
ticulation. Therefore I speak of conversion as the symbolic transformation of 
crisis experience, 

Part of this problem-solving process is different forms of moralizing that 
refer to the realms in which devaluation, failure, and disintegration were ex- 
perienced: the moralizing of sexuality and gender relations, of personal disci- 
pline, and of political and social order. 

I reconstructed all three types of conversion in the samples from both 
countries. Cases that seemed to be quite different in the beginning—the 
conversion of a black American man and the conversion of a white German 
woman, for example—turned out to be quite similar in the end. Obviously 
Islam as a point of reference influences which spheres of problems Western 
converts associate with it. Nevertheless, there are characteristic differences 
pointing to the different religious “landscapes” in the two countries. 


Implementation of Honor 
Regarding the first type of conversion, “implementation of honor,” the Ger- 
man interviews mainly referred to individual experiences of devaluation 
and stigmatization. The interviewees narrated experiences where they as 
individuals, or significant others in their family, violated a normative order 
or fell out of such an order. Clearly there was no collectively shared frame of 
reference that they could refer to in order to articulate these experiences, or 
there were severe reasons that hindered them from referring to such a frame 


of reference. 
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One of my male interviewees—coming from amiddle-classbackorous 
converted to Islam during the 1960s at the age of sixteen. Prior tobi 
sion, his mother had started an affair with a Tunisian man, andlate 
vorced her husband. Soon her lover, who had a wife and childrenint 
moved into the son and mother’s house. The interviewee responte 

situation—in their environment certainly stigmatizing—by refusinging 
mation, which was “a shame” in his mother’s eyes, and certainly a sigtifcg 
nonconformity at that time in Germany. At the age of sixteen theintenigy 
converted to Islam, which in his family was interpreted as the mother’ 
ing” her son. The narrative indicates that there was some aggression 
in the sense that he was responding to his mother's sexual nonconfum 
with his own religious nonconformity. But at the same time, throu 
version, he challenged the new man in the house by overpowerin 
his “own field”: Islam. He sought information about Islam through thems 
pious brother and started to lead a strict Islamic life, focusing mainly ont 
moral implications of Islam. He even thought about marrying a Musim gi 


in Tunisia whom he had never seen privately. 

A female convert had several problematic sexual relationshipsia herps, 
she had undergone four abortions, and she hada history of alcohol abusea 
violence in her family. Her attempts to finish high school and get api 
sional education had failed. Her son had severe problems in school. One 
she started learning Arabic and eventually married her teacher, a Palestit 


ian man of her father’s age. Soon she converted to Islam and started wean 


the headscarf. She motivated her husband to stop drinking alcohol att 
practice his prayers. She argued that her long hair was the cause of her ut 
satisfactory past sexual relationships, and that she was able to contr0l thet 
fects of her hair with the headscarf. This personal theory is interesting intw 
respects: she externalizes the cause of her problems and, at the same timt 
externalizes the problem solution. She uses the headscarf to establish extt! 
nal boundaries that, for specific reasons, she cannot set on her own. Beyon! 
the specifics of this case, the woman's biography shows that establishing¢! 
ternal boundaries is usually a solution arising from an “emergency” ands 
the features of this emergency attached to it. For this woman, the atten}! 
to impose external boundaries on her fifteen-year-old son completely failed 
Her son became a male prostitute, and she ended all contact with him, 
Unlike these personal crises, in the American cases, conversion refers 10 
issues of sexual and gender order in a more general sense. The narratives 
especially of African American men, are more about the general distinction 
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between manliness and womanliness (e.g., being a “real man” or a “sissy”), 
or the distinction between homosexuality and heterosexuality. In the inter- 
views with African Americans, the order of the sexual is often implicitly par- 
alleled with the order of the black milieu, and the dissolution of the sexual 
and gender order represents the dissolution of the black milieu. In one inter- 
view, the idea of an original order of the black milieu was even reproduced 
in the linguistic form of presentation. In an extremely detailed narration, the 
interviewee recalled street names and street numbers and described specific 
scents and sounds of childhood, drawing a highly interconnected black cos- 
mos. Even segregation, corporal punishment, and violence were integral con- 
stituents of this cosmos, in which everything had its clear place. But accord- 
ing to the logic of the narration, this order was undermined and destroyed by 
homosexuality and by gender relations that were thrown out of balance. 

In the German context, the problem-solving associated with Islam refers 
to individual experiences of devaluation, whereas in the American context 
the general “problem of order,” which nevertheless is experienced person- 
ally, is of greater importance. In the German cases, covering and sometimes 
circumcision for men become symbols for the re-creation and revaluation of 
the person. This process is emphasized by specific familial or social settings 

with clear-cut spheres of responsibility. In the American cases, Islam and the 
concepts of gender identity derived from it become a substitute for what is 
considered the “original order” of the black milieu. For blacks, a situation 
that is experienced as being out of control, can, at least symbolically, be put 
in order again. Under these circumstances covering is not only related to the 
individual person, but also to the surrounding milieu. The headscarf sym- 
bolizes membership in a new order and distinguishes the wearer from the 
neighborhood and the dangers of the “street” (see Wohlrab-Sahr 1998). Italso 
implies the moral distinction between oneself and one’s black neighbors. 
Because the black lower-class milieus in American cities are known for 
their problem of single mothers and absent fathers, it is not surprising that 
family issues are of importance in groups of black converts to Islam. But 
what at first sight is supposed to signal the responsibility of the black Mus- 
lim man for his wife and family, is worth taking a second look at. The fol- 
lowing example illustrates this second look. During my stay in California I 
regularly participated in a Muslim women's group. The group was chaired by 
the two wives of the community's imam. One day, the group discussed an ex- 


cursion that they wanted to make with their children. A young woman had 
planned this trip carefully, suggesting a hike in a nearby national park. After 
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she finished her presentation, the imam’s wives informed the grow j, 

they had spoken to “the brothers” about these plans, and that “the bobs 

were concerned because there might be wild animals in the nation, 
Therefore, they considered the trip too dangerous for women ani il 
and suggested going to the park ofa city college, which had afence avai 
instead. The two wives emphasized that the brothers’ concems were tl Ck 
the women’s safety. Although the young woman who planned the tip tm 


mented that women could not be kept within fences, the group agreedtg 
to the city college park. 


This scene can be interpreted as an attempt to reestablish a patantd 

arrangement in the word’s original meaning: the husband is the head oft 
family, and he is responsible for protecting wives and children and proviin 
for them materially. What makes the scene paradoxical is that this mote! 
applied to a social setting in which black women have become much mar 
successful in terms of education and jobs than black men. Whereas abigpa 
of the actual responsibility for family welfare rested on the women’ short 
ders, the community tried to symbolically reestablish the myth of themans 
the family’s patriarch. The outside world (“in the woods’) was constructed 
dangerous, whereas the men—despite having severe problems providing te 
necessities of everyday life—were “invented” as frontier heroes who nee 
to protect their families against lurking dangers. 


Methodization of Life Conduct 
Another difference between the cases in Germany and the United States 
be found in the second type of conversion, “methodization of life conduct” 
Common in the samples for both countries is the reference problem of failed 
attempts at upward mobility. Here again for the American cases, there 182 
reference to the social milieu. Black milieus are referred to as negative bt 
rizons, which threaten one’s attempts at stabilization with drugs, tends 
pregnancy, and violence. So the street and its dangers become a negatives] 
bol, which one must be alert to and, at the same time, be distinct from (st 
Wohlrab-Sahr 1998). For African American converts of the lower classes & 
pecially, conversion to Islam is used as a means of resocialization. Male cot 
verts from this group also tend to practice a disciplined kind of sport, like 
boxing, and refer positively to their military experience. 
The motif of methodization also plays a role for those converts whose par: 
ents managed to be upwardly mobile, but who themselves could not repro: 
duce this status. Whereas their parents, usually supported by the community 
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ofa church, gained social distinction through economic success or through 
education, the children could not keep up with them. These converts use Is- 
Jam as a means of moral distinction because it implies leading a “difficult,” 
disciplined way of life. One of my interviewees, whose parents were suc- 
cessful entrepreneurs in a social welfare organization, was not very good in 
school, but he finally managed to get ajob as a teacher. When he talked about 
his conversion, he described the home of a “Muslim brother” who introduced 
him to Islam as thoroughly clean and well ordered but located in a neigh- 
borhood full of dirt, drugs, alcohol, and violence. In his view, the Muslim's 
home was like “a castle in the ghetto” (Wohlrab-Sahr 1999b, 198). Certainly 
the ghetto was not a likely place for this young man to end up, even ifhe did 
not succeed in reproducing his parents’ success. Whereas Islam on the one 
hand became a means of disciplining himself, on the other hand it served as 
a means of moral distinction that substituted for distinctions based on eco- 
nomic and educational success. 

In these cases, Islam as a religion is contextualized in a specific social mi- 
lieu, and there are role models associated with this social background as well, 
for example, black boxers and black musicians. Besides that, there is little 
reference to specific milieus for converts to Islam. Usually, conversion pro- 
vokes conflicts with one’s family of origin, and oftentimes it supports the 
disengagement from this social context and from its demands for status re- 
production and upward mobility. The attempts to become part of a milieu 
of Muslim migrants, which is more common for German Muslims than for 
American Muslims, often remain precarious. 


Symbolic Emigration and Symbolic Battle 
In both countries, the last type of conversion, “symbolic emigration/sym- 
bolic battle” (see Wohlrab-Sahr 1999b, 2001), is characterized by problems 
of belonging and of distinction. The most typical examples in the German 


sample are two women from East Germany, but the function of symbolic 
emigration is also of some importance in other cases. 


In one case, for the interviewee’s family, and for the communist state of 
the GDR, a programmatic antifascism was an important part of the collective 
worldview. But the biographical past of this family, especially the father’s 
tole during fascism, was more ambivalent. He was imprisoned in the concen- 
tration camp of Auschwitz during the Nazi regime because he was a commu- 

nist. But then he was released and forced to live ina village side by side with 
Nazis, to work for them, and to establish a family there. At the same time, 
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thousands of Jews were killed in the camp every day. After the bred 
of the Nazi regime, the family was engaged in building up the ney = 
nist state of the GDR, and they were considered “Heroes of Resistance ' 
state. The father was engaged in the “Auschwitz committee? bith 
talked about his own experience. It was never clear to the family’s mi 
what her father’s role during the Nazi time actually was. For the ta 
this contradiction created massive conflicts that could not be solved 
the system of the GDR. Conversion to Islam, which in this case was 


with fleeing to the West and marrying a Turkish man, enabled the tau 


to leave the conflicting frame of reference and to adopt a new social identi 

in a far-reaching sense. Whereas she could only convert to Islam, shed 

to force her children into adopting a “Turkish” identity, even though ta 
father, whom she divorced after a few years, had lost his Turkish nation 
and never intended to go back to Turkey. 

In the second East German case, the ways of making oneself distinctinn 
“the ordinary way of life” and the ways of associating with like mindedci 
ers, which in the GDR were enabled mostly through communities in lx 
Protestant church, did not work anymore after the German reunification. hu 
this woman, converting to Islam and marrying a Muslim immigrant fn 
Albania became instruments for expressing her sense of alienation in the 
unified Germany (“We both lost our homelands’) and symbols of an im 
ined withdrawal from “being German” and the wish to become par ofa 

idealized community of Muslims. But her integration into such an Islami 
community, which she imagined to be like a huge family, had not yet becom 
reality at the time of the interview and probably never would. After being 
married for four years, the young woman still had not been introduced 
her parents-in-law, even though her husband visited them for several weeks 
each year. 

In the American context, such problems of belonging usually have a1 
ethnic dimension. A young African American man, for example, opened the 
interview by suggesting to me that I should also conduct interviews with 
people who were born Muslims in order to compare them to converts. From 

his point of view, just to be born a Muslim did not count, if the person did 
not choose a Muslim existence. This plea for a form of social and religious 
affiliation that is not a matter of cultural heritage but a matter of individual 
choice has a specific meaning in the background of this biographical nar 

tive. The young man was born the illegitimate child of his black father and 
his white mother. In the interview, he referred to his Mother's Europeal 
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descent by excessively listing European countries, almost “all of Europe.” He 
used his mother’s ancestors as illustrations of the “melting pot,” which, as 
he explained to me, “does not exist outside of European Americans.” When 
he told me that he was the offspring of an extramarital affair between his 
African American father and his white mother, he said, “I guess you would 
say I'ma bastard.” 

The plea for a religious affiliation not based on social inheritance but on 
individual achievement and choice, in this case, obviously corresponds to 
the background of precarious belonging within one’s own social and cultural 

context. A definition of the “melting pot” that only includes European Amer- 

icans excludes the speaker himself. The self-stigmatizing label “bastard” 
supports the finding that a problem of precarious belonging is one of the 
main issues in this case. In the interview, this problem is transformed into 
the interviewee’s idea to go to Iran someday, study the Qur'an there, and fi- 
nally fight in an armed war against the United States. To this man, the United 

States was an evil regime that deserved nothing but destruction. 

In these examples, Islam functions as a contrasting principle and ideology 
enabling the person to leave the conflictive symbolic frame. For the East Ger- 
man women, conversion primarily has the function of symbolic emigration, 
whereas for the American man, conversion has the function of symbolic bat- 
tle. In both contexts, the problem of precarious belonging is tumed against 

the system that makes belonging problematic. The moral devaluation of the 
old system corresponds to the envisioning of a moral Muslim community. 


Religion and Morality 


A functional analysis must consider functional equivalents. If conversion to 
Islam for Germans and Americans fulfills the latent function of symbolically 
transforming experiences of devaluation, degradation, and disintegration, 
the question still remains: Why do people refer to Islamas their way of deal- 
ing with these problems? One part of the answer is the presence of signifi- 
cant persons in their surroundings who brought Islam to their attention, and 
who participated in the dynamic resulting in the conversion. 

But my research also shows that—compared to other kinds of conver- 
sion—conversion to Islam implies a specific form of problem-solving. In 
his critique of rational-choice theory Steve Bruce has argued for a cultural- 


ist explanation. Religion, in his view, is strong when it connects to issues of 
ethnicity, and when it fulfills the function of “cultural defense” (19992, 25). 
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In this perspective, religion is strong when it has to do with A MOTE gen 
establishment of “we-groups.” : 
My thesis is that conversion to Islam Tepresents the opposite side Oth 
function. It is only against the background of the close Telationship betty 
religion and cultural defense that conversion to Islam gains its PlOvoraty, 
meaning. But obviously provocation is not an end in itself. Itis those peo 
who choose Islam who also experienced situations in which they fell 
the dominant order.*° They experienced stigmatization, failure, or disng 
gration within their own context, and they articulate these experiences wit 
reference to a “foreign” religion. However, conversion creates a paradox. (or 
verts symbolize maximal distance from their own society or social suo 
ings, but they do it from within this society and amid these surrounting \ 
opposed to other forms of symbolizing distance—such as the use of fas 
symbols by right-wing juveniles—Muslim converts refer positively toapit 
ralistic common sense, which gives space to their kind of articulation. 
But there is a further argument for the specific reference to Islam The 
process of detraditionalization and church decline since the 1960s has bea 
accompanied by a decline of moral rigorousness, especially in the field 
sexual morality. Today, even members of the Catholic Church consider issus 
of sexuality a subject of personal decision. Some may se¢ a secondary efe 
of this liberalization in the reluctance of liberal Christian churches to po 
vide a platform for certain problems, which in former times could easily be 
dealt with in the realm of the churches and be interpreted in terms ofsinax 
forgiveness or of shame and grace. What remains a possibility—aside from 
psychotherapy—are Christian sects (see Liebsch 2001) or those religis 
communities that insist ona close and sometimes rigid relationship between 
religion and morality in general.‘ To formulate this idea in terms of arevisi 
market theory: Different religions or religious communities obviously sup 
ply different segments of the religious market and enable people with spe 
cific problems to relate to them. The converts’ biographies also show that 
in modern universalistic societies, personal and collective devaluation and 
moral degradation may result in serious problems, which need to be solved 
by individuals or groups. The process of symbolic transformation attending 
conversion to Islam implies a process of remoralizing in a double sense: fist, 
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discredited. In this respect, the social “costs” of converting to Islam may be 
outweighed by the “profits” of biographical problem solution. Even though 
converts did not “rationally” choose Islam in order tosolve biographical prob- 
lems, biographical analyses nevertheless reveal a specific “rationality” of 
conversion decisions, whether they are in line with commonsense notions 


of “rational behavior” or not. 


Notes 


1. The most recent conflicts about 
conversion in different countries—e.g,, in 
India—clearly indicate that the right to 

change one’s religion cannot be taken for 
granted at all. 

2. For the distinction between conver- 
sion and change of membership see Snow 
and Machalek (1984, 171). 

3. Irefer to the functional analysis that 
has been developed by Luhmann (1970, b, 
c)with critical reference to Merton (1968). 

InLuhmann's theory the former idea of the 

“maintenance of continuance” has been 

replaced by the idea of problem-solving with 

respect to certain “reference problems.” 

4. Methodologically this refers to 
procedures of data analysis that aim at the 
reconstruction of latent meaning, in this 
case the method of “objective hermeneu- 
tics” (see Oevermann 2000). 

5. But—from within the religious 
field—talking about one’s biography 
outside the framework of a conversion 
narrative may nevertheless seem danger- 
ous. In an interview an African American 
convert told mea story from his life that 
was very revealing with respect to his gen- 
der identity. He told me that his son, when 
he was graduating from high school, was, 
like all the others, supposed to take part 


dressed as cheerleaders: a symbolic rever- 
sal of gender-identities before the students 
entered “adult life,” with its clear-cut iden- 
tities. The interviewee nevertheless saw 
this very differently. He told me that he 
was so upset that his son was supposed to 
wear a woman's dress that he put immense 
pressure on him not to participate in the 
ritual. As a result, his son was the only boy 
in school to be wearing jeans and T-shirt 
during the ritual. While the interviewee 
was telling this story, his wife came in and 
asked with a cutting voice: “What has that 
to do with Islam?” Obviously she was very 
much aware that biographical narrations 


hardly stay within the limits of a conver- 
sion narrative. 

6. Muslim organizations today talk of 
eleven thousand converts in Germany; 
in earlier times much higher numbers— 
which were probably wrong—were given. 
Since nobody knows or can verify the 
sources these numbers come from, they 
can't be considered reliable. 

7. When! was doing my research in the 
United States in 1996, a big Sufi conference 
was taking place in San Francisco. The audi- 
ence was predominantly white. At the same 
time there was a conference of Warith Deen 
Muhammad's followers in Berkeley, with 


through the moral rehabilitation of the person, and second, through the cre- 
ation of an imaginary moral cosmos that establishes a clear order and allows 
one to distinguish oneself from the dominant context. Remoralization works 


through moral distinction from a context in which the person was morally 


almost no white person attending. 
8. The high proportion of female con- 
verts obviously does not relate specifically 


ina dance ritual during the school-leaving 
ceremony, in which the girls were to wear 
football uniforms, while the boys were 
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to Islam, since Islam allows Muslim men 

to marry Christian or Jewish women, but 
not vice versa. But it relates to the general 
feminization of religion in Europe, as well 
as in the United States. If religion is mainly 
an activity of women, also converts will be 


mainly women. 


g. This term has been taken from Max 
Weber's Protestant Ethic. See Weber 2002. 
10. This shows, on the other hand, that 
even in an “individualized” society there 
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Gender, Conversion, and Islam 


A Comparison of Online and Offline Conversion Narratives 


Karin van N ieuwkerk 


n this chapter, conversion narratives of female converts to Islam collected 
leas anthropological fieldwork in the Netherlands will be compared 
with self-presentations of new Muslimas on the Internet. 

During my research among Dutch female converts to Islam in 1997 and 
1998, | was often impressed and puzzled by the diversity of the women’s sto- 
ries. 1 conducted in-depth interviews with twenty-four women, and of half 
of them | also interviewed relatives Or friends.’ In addition, [joined twenty 
five meetings of two organizations for converts and analyzed their monthly 
magazines.” During these meetings I had many informal talks with converts. 
After most interviews came home with the feeling that I could understand 
this particular woman's choice for Islam, but that her motivation was rather 
specific and quite dissimilar from the motivations and the life stories of the 
women I had spoken to before. 

I thus often found it difficult to understand these women’s choice for Is 
lam ina sociologically satisfactory way- It was hard to relate their conversion 
to (a lack of) religious affiliation, educational background, family milieu, 
and psychological crises, or even to their marriage with Muslim partners, be- 
cause this was not the case for five new Muslimas. Although most were mar" 
ried to Muslim partners, were of a middle-class background, and were well 
educated, these factors did not give much insight into the reasons for and 
meaning of their conversion. It appeared that each conversion story made 
sense only within the framework of the complete life story: For one of thema 
dicine addiction convinced her of the natural and 


psychological crisis and me 
sment made her 


healthy character of Islam; for another woman sexual haras 
facertain distance between the sexes. some women 


tried to rebel against dominant mothers; others tried to find a “place to be 


long.” Several converts were attracted to the spiritual and all-encompassing 
cted to the rational character of Islam. Some 


tionship or to realize auni- 
d without a Muslim partner. 


realize the importance 0 


nature of Islam; many were attra 
converted to establish a harmonious marrage rela 
fied upbringing of the children; 0 


thers converte 
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Within the diversity of the converts’ Stories, however, there ated. 
monalities. Despite their divers trajectories, the converts are alwonay, 
are living in the West and decided to become Muslim. They thusshatinny 
tant aspects of their identities related to ethnicity, religion, and pede 

important aspects of the converts’ identities are crystallized ina struts 
narrative or discourse. Most conversion stories contain a biogtphily 
rative (why they as individuals took the path to Islam), a religious tis, 
(why Islam), a gender discourse (why they as women chose Islam), aii 
nally an ethnic or national discourse (why they as Dutch/Westem won, 
chose Islam). Together these four discourses give insight into Islam’ apy 
to women in the West. Whereas the biographical narratives are heleng 
neous, the other discourses show recurrent patterns. The religious disouy 
in particular shows a high level of congruency. 

In the meantime, I was fascinated by the growing amount of convenin 
stories on the Internet. I was excited to find this extra source of infomata 
because it is well established in anthropology that the stories and namrativs 
gathered in interviews are strongly influenced by the interactive contertd 
the interview. The fieldwork setting and the converts’ perception ofther 
searcher as a non-Muslim Dutch feminist professional could influence te 
content and style of these narratives (Rabinow 1977; Clifford and Mans 
1980). The Internet offers the convert the possibility of presenting her ston 
in her own words without any interference and questions. Self-presentatit 

on the Internet is potentially a free and unconstrained way of creatingaid 
expressing new identities (Schmitz 1997; Watson 1997; de Groot 1997).Nat 
ratives online, as bodiless expressions for an anonymous public, offer poss 
bilities for autonomous identity constructions absent in an ordinary anthie 
pological setting of fieldwork and interview. 

I eventually collected more thana hundred stories of female converts{i0 

the Internet. They came from personal homepages, special sites for convert 
and e-mail discussion groups. Most of them are in the meantime put togelht! 
on the site “The True Religion.” Of this sample, I selected fifty stories of 
male converts from the United States, Canada, and Europe from a Christa 
or secular background. I also joined two e-mail discussion groups, each fot 
about half a year, that were mostly aimed at and run by new Muslimas! 
At first sight, these Internet stories amazed me as much as those derived 
from interviews, but for a quite opposite reason. All the stories did look s0 
much alike! After reading the fifteenth story I was bored: they merely seemed 
a repetition of each other. I expected a wide range of voices on the Internet 
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yet the opposite seemed to be the case. No diversity, but standardization. In 
order to analyze the Internet stories I did not need intricate biographical anal- 
yses, because most stories did not dwell at length on personal backgrounds 
and motivations. The four discourses I observed in the conversion stories of 
Dutch Muslimas are also visible in the Internet accounts, but seemed to have 
a smaller range of variety as well. | was intrigued by this observation and 
decided to conduct a closer comparison of the discourses written by converts 
on the Internet and those gathered through interviews. 

In this chapter, I will try to make sense of these differences. What are the 
similarities and differences in the biographical narratives and in the gender, 
religious, and ethnic discourses? How can we explain them? How far can we 
understand the differences by looking into fieldwork and Internet as differ- 

ent sites of production? This chapter is thus not only aimed at analyzing the 
content of the narratives but also at contrasting the modes of presentation in 
a face-to-face interview situation with self-presentation on the Internet. First, 

1 go into conversion narratives as a genre. Second, I compare the biographi- 

cal, gender, ethnic, and religious discourse of the conversion stories collected 

during fieldwork and from the Internet. Lastly, I try to account for the simi- 
larities and differences between the online and offline narratives by examin- 
ing Internet and fieldwork as sites of production and (self-)presentation. 


Conversion Narratives 


Conversion narrative as a genre has received some interest from anthropolo- 
gists and sociologists (Stromberg 1993; Beckford 1978; Whitehead 1987; Har- 
ding 1987). It is acknowledged that these narratives have to be taken cau- 
tiously because of their constructed character. Several issues merit attention. 
First, conversion narratives are created backwards; that is, they are told af- 
ter the conversion. Past events are reinterpreted in light of current convic- 
tions. The stories should therefore not be understood as containing factual 
information on the conversion process. Second, this reconstructing process 
does not only take place at the individual level but also at the group level. 
Lehman draws attention to the collectively constructed character of conver- 
sion narratives in an “Erzahlgemeinshaft” (in Hofmann 1997, 17-18). Con- 
verts come together to discuss their experiences and incorporate common 
narrative elements into their stories. In the process of telling and retelling 
their conversion experiences, they create a common model. Beckford (1978) 
has taken these ideas a step further. He points out that conversion narratives 
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Aan) 
should be understood in light of the ideology and OFganization oftheris. 
or denomination involved. The narratives are remodeled and reskin 
line with the structures and purpose of the converts new convictions 
cording to Beckford, converts do not simply reproduce a rehearsedsciy 
include elements of the religion's ideological rationale in theit nanaihy 
Third, Stromberg (1993), in his interesting study on conversion Tamale, 
calls attention to the phenomenon that telling the conversion storyitsiica 
be part of the conversion process. In his case study on evangelical Chrisiz 
ity, he indicates that his interviews with converts were a ritual rather tha 
an ordinary interview setting (see also Harding 1987). It is thus importa, 
to analyze the purpose of telling the conversion story. Finally, not onl te 
purpose, but also the context in which the narratives are produced, shoul 
examined. I first apply these precautions to my fieldwork material and ta 
to the Internet narratives. 

During the interviews, it was often clear that new Muslimas interprete 
past events, behavior, and ideas in light of their current convictions. Forit 
stance, they made remarks like “I have always been conservative in the wa! 
dressed,” “I never used makeup and fancy clothing,” and “I never drankalo 
hol or ate pork.” Or they said: “Asa child, I already questioned the Trinity an 
could not make sense of it.” During their meetings, I could also observe how 
they created a common script. This script was particularly related to such 
gender issues as polygamy, wife beating, work outside the home, the head 
scarf, and women's rights in Islam. Most converts shared experiences of pa 
ents and friends who abhorred the fact that a Dutch “emancipated” girl cou 

turn toward such an “oppressive religion.” They discussed ways of dealing 

with these assumptions. The construction of a common script became vt 
clear to me during an interview with a new Muslima who converted eigh 
years prior to the interview. I asked her how she responds to questions abou! 
women’s issues in Islam like polygamy, obedience to the husband, and wom 
en's share in inheritance, suggesting that she might often be confronted with 
these types of questions. She replied: “Yes, you are right, especially in the be 
ginning I talked a lot with other Muslimas about this and read books abou! 
women’s rights in Islam. But in the meantime] forgot the right answers’ 


During the interviews there was a clear awareness of and reaction to as 
pects of my identity. I suspect that particularly my gender identity and be 
ing Dutch influenced their conversion narratives. They often told me:‘l 

know Dutch people think that women are oppressed in Islam, but...” 0f 


“You probably think I am a very conservative woman but...” Because [also 
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asked permission to interview one of their significant others—from among 
parents, relatives, and friends—they probably felt obliged to reveal details 
of their biographies. Some of them said: “Well, if you talk to my mother she 
will probably tell you about... 1 better tell you my side of the story.” Others 
tefused to let me interview a parent because of a strained or severed relation- 
ship. Also, the fact that I interviewed them at length at home, sometimes 
twice, probably explains the extent of information | gained about their per- 
sonal trajectories. 

The fifty selected stories from the Internet also have the character of “tell 
ing backwards.” As one of them writes: “If you would have told me 5 years 
prior that I would embrace Islam, I never would have believed you. In retro- 
spect, Allah's guidance was so subtle yet consistent, that now I see my whole 
life as leading up to that moment.”> In only one story does a convert quote 
her own diary to give insight into her feelings and doubts before conver- 

sion.° Most accounts are reconstructions in which present convictions or be- 

havioral styles are reinscribed into their life stories. Besides the intellectual 
doubts most of them appear to have had about the Trinity and salvation from 
a tender age, they describe moral issues that they can now relate to their “Is 

lamic” inclinations. One of them, for instance, writes about meeting a man 
“in whose culture it is not normal to touch until marriage... This held me in 
awe, though I enjoyed the story I never thought that the same incident could 
occur again.”” Also other lifestyle aspects, which only become meaningful 
after conversion, are represented as already there. 

It is not easy to establish how far converts on the Internet can be consid 
ered a community that acts as an “Erzahlgemeinshaft.” Several clues, how 
ever, point in that direction. For some converts, the Internet was the main 
means through which they came into contact with Muslims. They visited 
sites for converts and chat rooms on Islam or became members of e-mail dis 
cussion group such as the New Muslim Woman. E-mail discussion groups, 
especially, are comparable to a community in which lively discussions, 
knowledge, advice, and conversion stories circulate. In particular, the Niqab 
Support e-group gave the impression of a close community. Its members not 
only supported each other in dealing with problems concerning the niqab, 

the face veil, but also with regard to marital problems, health problems, and 
childbearing and -rearing. They also helped each other to keep steady in their 
religious devotion and to increase their knowledge of Islam. A common sen 

timent was that the sisters of these virtual groups were more like real family 


than their own non-Muslim relatives. This virtual community also figures 
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should be understood in light of the ideology and organization oftherdis., 
or denomination involved. The narratives are remodeled and rebhing 
line with the structures and purpose of the converts’ new comvicin 
cording to Beckford, converts do not simply reproduce a rehearsed 
include elements of the religion's ideological rationale in their ain 
Third, Stromberg (1993), in his interesting study on conversion naratiy 
calls attention to the phenomenon that telling the conversion storyitseic 
be part of the conversion process. In his case study on evangelical Chriss 
ity, he indicates that his interviews with converts were a ritual rather ha 
an ordinary interview setting (see also Harding 1987). It is thus importa 
to analyze the purpose of telling the conversion story. Finally, not ony tk 
purpose, but also the context in which the narratives are produced, shoul 


examined. I first apply these precautions to my fieldwork material and ia 


to the Internet narratives. 
During the interviews, it was often clear that new Muslimas interprete 
past events, behavior, and ideas in light of their current convictions forn 
stance, they made remarks like “I have always been conservative in thewa}! 
dressed,” “I never used makeup and fancy clothing,” and “I never drank al 
hol or ate pork.” Or they said: “Asa child, I already questioned the Trinity an! 
could not make sense of it.” During their meetings, | could also observe hov 
they created a common script. This script was particularly related to mn 
gender issues as polygamy, wife beating, work outside the home, the ie 
scarf, and women’s rights in Islam. Most converts shared experiences ol 
ents and friends who abhorred the fact that a Dutch “emancipated” girlcol 
turn toward such an “oppressive religion.” They discussed ways of deli 
with these assumptions. The construction of a common script became ve} 
clear to me during an interview with a new Muslima who converted eft 
years prior to the interview. I asked her how she responds to questions abou! 
women’s issues in Islam like polygamy, obedience to the husband, and wom 
en's share in inheritance, suggesting that she might often be confronted with 
these types of questions. She replied: “Yes, you are right, especially in the be 
ginning I talked a lot with other Muslimas about this and read books abou! 
women’s rights in Islam. But in the meantime I forgot the right answers,” 
During the interviews there was a clear awareness of and reaction to2s 
pects of my identity. I suspect that particularly my gender identity and be 
ing Dutch influenced their conversion narratives. They often told me:'l 
know Dutch people think that women are oppressed in Islam, but...” 01 
“You probably think I am a very conservative woman but he 


-” Because | also 
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asked permission to interview one of their significant others—from among 
patents, relatives, and friends—they probably felt obliged to reveal details 
of their biographies. Some of them said: “Well, if you talk to my mother she 
will probably tell you about. ..1 better tell you my side of the story.” Others 
tefused to let me interview a parent because of a strained or severed relation- 
ship. Also, the fact that I interviewed them at length at home, sometimes 
twice, probably explains the extent of information I gained about their per- 
sonal trajectories. 

The fifty selected stories from the Internet also have the character of “tell- 
ing backwards.” As one of them writes: “If you would have told me 5 years 
prior that I would embrace Islam, I never would have believed you. In retro- 
spect, Allah's guidance was so subtle yet consistent, that now I see my whole 

life as leading up to that moment.”> In only one story does a convert quote 
her own diary to give insight into her feelings and doubts before conver- 
sion. Most accounts are reconstructions in which present convictions or be- 
havioral styles are reinscribed into their life stories. Besides the intellectual 
doubts most of them appear to have had about the Trinity and salvation from 

a tender age, they describe moral issues that they can now relate to their “Is- 

lamic” inclinations. One of them, for instance, writes about meeting a man 

“in whose culture it is not normal to touch until marriage. ... This held me in 

awe, though I enjoyed the story I never thought that the same incident could 
occur again.”” Also other lifestyle aspects, which only become meaningful 
after conversion, are represented as already there. 

It is not easy to establish how far converts on the Internet can be consid- 
ered a community that acts as an “Erzahlgemeinshaft.” Several clues, how- 
ever, point in that direction. For some converts, the Internet was the main 
means through which they came into contact with Muslims. They visited 
sites for converts and chat rooms on Islam or became members of e-mail dis- 
cussion group such as the New Muslim Woman. E-mail discussion groups, 
especially, are comparable to a community in which lively discussions, 
knowledge, advice, and conversion stories circulate. In particular, the Niqab 
Support e-group gave the impression of a close community, Its members not 
only supported each other in dealing with problems concerning the nigab, 
the face veil, but also with regard to marital problems, health problems, and 
childbearing and -rearing. They also helped each other to keep steady in their 
religious devotion and to increase their knowledge of Islam. A common sen- 
timent was that the sisters of these virtual groups were more like real family 


than their own non-Muslim relatives. This virtual community also figures 
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as “Erzahlgemeinshaft” for conversion stories. For Instance, the conven 
oy of Hudda Droll was circulated, followedby an appeal townite ae 
stories as a source of inspiration for others® Several participantsinthetins 
sion groups had their own homepages, on which they put their cone 
stories, as well as links to the stories of other members. Several stories 
the selected sample thus start with “I have been Teading everybody's ae 
and hope mine will be an inspiration as well.” These linkages and citulain 
of stories create models and scripts online. 
Whereas in a fieldwork and interview setting narratives about identi 
and religious change are constructed in an interactive context, the selec 


Discourses and Identities 


Most interviews with converts contained four narratives connected to ma- 

jor aspects of their identities. Besides their biographies, the stories include a 
religious, a gender, and a national or ethnic discourse. These discourses also 
figure into the Internet accounts, but—as we will see—with a somewhat dif- 


ferent content and accent. 


Biographical Narratives 
During fieldwork I was particularly intrigued by the linkages between the 
discourses, for instance, by the ways in which the personal life stories pro- 


take place on the Internet? The actors on the Intemet are potentialy itew 
emphasize or deemphasize elements of their identities. They can also cho 
to remain anonymous, as some converts did. The Internet is a medium, 02 
new space, in which identities can be detached from embodiment and ol: 
essentialist anchors. One could thus even fake being a Muslim. This apps 
ently happened in one case in which a woman participated in an emal ds 
cussion group on Islamic matters. She pretended to be a Muslim but gots 
many questions that she decided to study Islam seriously and read the Quran 
This eventually led to her conversion.’ Miller and Slater (2000) theonze is 
major relationships between identity enactment and the Intemet. Hs ft 
Internet can be a means through which one can enact a version of ones 
that is perceived and presented as the “real self.” The Internet provides tt 
instrument through which the “real self” can be fully realized. One canés 
tablish oneself as a member ofa culture or community that is regarded asold 
or originary. That is, through the new means of the Internet one can become 
what one thinks one really is or belongs to. Miller and Slater label this pr 
cess “expansive realization” (2000, 10-12). Second, the Internet may allowan 
actor to envisage a quite novel idea of what one could be. The Internet, then 
offers the potential to create new identities. This aspect is called “expansiv 
potential” (Miller and Slater 2000, 13-15). 
How does identity enactment take place on the Internet in the case of tht 


vide relief for understanding their religious or gender discourses.’° Such an 
analysis is difficult to pursue with the Internet accounts. Most of the Inter- 
net stories give hardly any clue to personal trajectories and motives other 
than the most basic facts such as the place of birth and former denomina- 
tions. Only a few stories give insight into the way Islam fits into converts’ life 
histories. For instance, an American convert of Southern Baptist origin was 
divorced and felt guilty about that. Her pastor affirmed that she was right in 
feeling guilty. After meeting Muslims at the university and participating in 
activities of the Muslim Student Association, she started reading Islamic lit- 
erature and felt it to be “so uplifting. It made me feel good about myself.” She 
found out that divorce is allowed and that her ex-husband was to blame be- 
cause he committed a grave sin (adultery). She converted within a month." 
Also a few long stories give insight into the way Islam made sense within 
converts’ lives. Most stories give insight into why Islam is “the best religion,” 
but not into the way Islam is connected to the life stories of their narrators, 
that is, why it is the best for them personally. 

The personal backgrounds of the converts in both cases appear to be com- 
parable. The Dutch new Muslimas converted to Sunni Islam, except for one 
convert who was inspired by Sufism. With regard to the Internet stories, I 
also tried to select conversions to Sunni Islam, although it was not always ex- 
plicitly mentioned. Most converts appear to be of a middle-class background. 
They meet Muslims and become curious about Islam. The Internet converts 


often mention a university as the place where they first come into contact 
with Muslims. Dutch converts meet Muslims while in secondary school or 
at the workplace and not that much at a university. In both cases, marrying 
Muslims was an important reason to study Islam; a notable number, how- 
ever, converted without marriage to a Muslim. Most Dutch converts had a 


conversion narratives? Is the Internet a place where (would-be) converts«a! 
glimpse new identities or a place where they can fully realize themselyesas 
Muslims? In the final section of this chapter, I will compare fieldwork and 
the Internet as different contexts for identity enactment, First, I discuss and 
compare the identities and discourses that are most central in the convert 
stories collected during fieldwork and from the Internet. ne 
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religious background but were no longer actively involved, wher 
ternet converts were still practicing at the time they become curigy 
Islam.** Most Dutch Muslimas thus converted froma secular posi 


patt of the conversion story and when explaining the narrator's opinion on 


ao veiling*5 Lwill go into the three main aspects of the stories’ gender discourse, 
Non {ok 


those connected to sexuality, the construction of gender, and motherhood. 


lam, whereas most American converts were practicing Christians, 
Whether the background is religious or secular also influences the tng 
ing conversion process. Dutch women were simply curious to know a 
of their husbands’ culture or religion and started to read about Islam. Ns 
of them was trying to convert her Muslim friend or husband to ( 
ity. On the contrary, a Dutch Muslima said that she was not religious 
when she met her prospective husband, who was studying mathemati 
Paris, she thought: “How can such an intelligent person be a believer! Iwi 
talk this out of his head.” In the Internet narratives, however, the convesin 
process contains religious conflicts. A common route to conversion nthe 
ternet narratives is a religious person who meets a Muslim whileinhertwe 
ties. She tries to convert her new Muslim acquaintance to her own reign, 
but in order to do so, she has to be knowledgeable about Islam and thusshe 
starts reading the Qur'an. In this process she discovers that all kins tt 
gious questions she used to have as a child are answered in a convincing 
tational way. Several variations on this theme exist. For instance, yoy 
woman who belonged to the Church of Christ dated and eventually ee 
an “Arab.” She witnessed her roommate's conversion to Islam and felt gu 
for not having “saved” her. She secretly studied Islam to reconvert her feat 
and to convert her husband as well. Yet, by reading Muslim literature shebe 
came convinced of its ultimate “truth.” Several Internet stories are wnitten 
by proselytizing Christians who realized that they could no longer defend 
Christian beliefs and doctrines and therefore converted. The personal nar 
tives are thus statements of their religious motivations rather than elaborate 
life stories. Whereas the life stories gathered through interviews ae hetero 
geneous, the online narratives show a high level of standardization in the 
personal trajectories. 


Discourse on Gender 
During my fieldwork, gender issues and “the position of woman in Islam’ 
were often discussed. The new Muslimas felt obliged to defend themselvts 
against the Dutch perception of Islamasa religion oppressive toward women 
They articulated their own discourses, which entailed criticism of Dutch 
constructions of gender. These critical views were Inscribed in the whol 
life story but most clearly articulated at two phases of the story: at the initia! 


First, these Muslimas feel that the freedom in the West or in Dutch society 


is exaggerated, particularly the sexual freedom. In Dutch society everything 


is“so open and related to sex.” They consider the restrained behavior between 


men and women in Islam a way to prevent disorder. Islamic rules, if applied 
properly, contribute to clarity and stability in familial and marital life. Fur- 
thermore, several new Muslimas feel that in Islam they are less perceived as 
sex objects than in the West. By covering, they also believe they can escape 
“the terror of fashion” and the ideal of slenderness. They feel that their body 
isavery “intimate thing” that should not be publicly exposed. They hold that 
“In Islam you are not considered a sex object. You don’t wear flashy clothes 
and makeup; you are seen as your own self. You are respected for what you 
are, not for what you look like.” They thus express views that resemble femi- 
nist thinking. 

Second, with regard to the construction of gender, the new Muslimas are 
convinced of the equality of men and women in Islam. They do not regard 
themselves as “oppressed.” On the contrary, they perceive themselves as 
emancipated and equal to their partners. Even the converts themselves ad- 
mit that they had this idea of women’s subordination in Islam before becom 
ing a Muslim. They had long discussions with their husbands about their 
rights as women and scrutinized Islamic sources on the status of women 
before they dared to convert. Several new Muslimas link tensions in the 
beginning of their marriages to their “overassertiveness” regarding sex role 
patterns. They are convinced that Islam gives women equal rights, although 
they immediately explain that many Arab or Islamic countries do not grant 
women the rights they should have according to Islam. They usually distin- 
guish “religion” from “culture,” a distinction they regard as particularly valid 
with regard to women’s issues. The Dutch new Muslimas think they are quite 
capable of distinguishing between “religion” and “culture” because they have 
not grown up with a variety of Islam embedded in a native cultural context. 


Whereas Dutch new Muslimas hold that the sexes are of equal value, most 
converts do not consider them of equal nature. Most of them do not aspire to 
equality between men and women in all respects. Many new Muslimas ad- 
here to the notion of “equal but different” (see also Roald, this volume). The 
Islamic idea that the sexes are complementary is attractive to them. Some of 
them formulate views that are similar to a brand of feminism, the “differential 
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feminism,” that stresses the differences between the Sexes and theithene 
positive values of womanhood." Several new Muslimas cine, 
ety for its equality policy. They hold that in the Netherlands ce 
man” or “you must be a man anda woman,’ thatis,“you shouldmakertas 
and take care of the children as well.” According to them, thisisnotars, 
in Islam. “You can be yourself.” “If you want to, you can make a Cattery 
you don’t have to.” “You can live according to your fitrah, yournatur® 
Lastly, this feminine fitrah is strongly related to care and mothethon, 
lam is “friendly” to women because it permits women to stay at homex 
take care of the children. Motherhood is highly valued and mother x 
greatly respected in Islam. Since women give birth, several Dutchnew ui 
mas deem it natural that women with small children are protected andy 
a right to maintenance. They criticize Dutch society, in which even voos 
with small children are obliged to earn their own income. 

Dutch new Muslimas who stress the different nature of women dont 
any contradiction between their ideas and the ideas of women's emancye 
tion. Some women stress their “emancipated” Dutch backgroundinatitia 
to women’s rights in Islam. They describe situations in their daily bres 
show they live an emancipated life and earn their own income. The dificl 
position of their immigrant husbands on the labor market causes many ne 
Muslimas to be the main breadwinner of the family. Several converts who 
told me that women are naturally predisposed to take care of children wer 
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same two phases as in the interviews, thatis, right at the beginning or in con- 


nection with covering, either hijab or niqab. In a few stories, converts men- 
tion that they were prejudiced against Islam and tried to find fault by looking 
into women’s issues such as polygamy and veiling, but then discovered that 
their judgment was totally wrong. Like the Dutch converts, they stress the 
negative aspects of sexuality in the West, which they characterize as a “slave 
market of sexual competition and violence.”*” Another American convert 
states that “In popular culture women are portrayed as very sexy, ladylike, 
independent enough so that men have no real responsibility towards women 
and children.” She holds that in Islam she found a system that gave her ul- 
timate respect for being a mother. Yet generally there is little discussion 
about their conversion as women and the appeal of “Islamic” constructions 
of femininity. 

The second stage at which convert discourse on gender and sexuality ap- 
pears relates to covering. There is a separate genre of stories on the Internet, 
“the hijab stories,” “proper hijab stories,” or “niqab stories,” and there is an e- 
mail discussion group of nigabi converts in which veiling is the dominant 
topic. I collected about fifteen hijab stories and fifteen nigab stories. These 
stories describe underlying religious motivations and the different steps in 

veiling, as well as difficulties converts meet with regard to non-Muslims and 
Muslims alike. Gender and sexuality, although not absent, are clearly subordi- 
nate themes.’ A few hijab stories mention that the hijab is liberating because 


it forces people to judge a woman according to her intellect instead of physi- 
cal appearance.” A Canadian convert states that she wears a hijab because: “I 
am a Muslim woman who believes her body is her own private concern.” The 
hijab gives back to women “ultimate control of their own bodies.”™ 

The discourse on gender and sexuality on the Internet, though, is a rather 
insignificant theme in the hijab stories, and in the conversion stories it is 


in practice breadwinners, whereas their husbands were “housemen.” 
The new Muslimas’ understandings of the meanings of emancipationat 
varied. They might understand it as independence, earning their own income 
or equality in value to men; often, though, they use it in the sense of “dere 
oping yourself.” “Developing yourself” is a personal emancipation strat 
and can mean “living according to your own nature” and “living according! 
your own choices,” including the religious choice. I have the impression ti! 
emancipation in the sense of independence and equality is more strongly! 
pressed by women who recently converted, whereas those who converted 
several years ago stressed their freedom to develop themselves in the v2) 
they choose. Most Muslimas thus locate themselves within an emancipatio® 
discourse. Whereas most new Muslimas see no contradiction between Isla! 
and emancipation, only a few identify themselves as feminists, Feminism 
associated with a rigid notion of equality in all fields, 
ist comparison, the Internet stories are rather silent on the “womet’ 
question.” In cases where it figures into the conversion accounts, it is in the 


rarely expressed. The ideas occasionally expressed are rather similar to the 
Dutch converts’ gender constructions. The gender discourse is a more central 
and organic part of the Dutch conversion stories. Dutch new Muslimas con- 
vert to Islam as individuals and as women, and feel obliged to explain both 
aspects of their identities. They voice critical opinions on Dutch construc- 
tions of sex and gender and redefine notions of emancipation. 


Ethnicity 
The relative importance of gender issues for Dutch converts becomes clear 
also when we examine their discourse on being Dutch or Western. In Dutch 
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society new Muslimas are sometimes Tegarded as wi 


peilaibnbinn beet ueivictiaebeatant ee ee U aconvert who pea a painting in her room of Jesus as a black ae and EES 

ing and being Dutch is questioned. The im accoteometi Ea “He was DELS like oe an another ae stated, “I couldn't be a EONS ] 
and wooden clogs is sometimes used in the media to ridiculeDuehea a ian a oa ae eek nena pe eles es ue 
as well as to convey a message of the incompatibility of veiling an Pian en a a . ee a pas ae pe 
Dutch? The most important construction of Déteh ariel ra SEES new Muslims’ ea ‘Arab Seselue, o born BOIS, are 
, ’ Se a ; cS occasionally touched upon. An African American Muslima complained that 
keen oe Converts is related to sex and gender. During tein “most Arabs do not salaam” her or do not wish to stand shoulder to shoulder 
Baa Reda tives naar ah eonverts shieyiottenterplamedthattotiea in prayer. Several new Muslimas share similar experiences. So the issue of 
amazing thing is how an emancipated Dutch girl can become a Muslim Tl 


ethnicity and nationality is important, yet it is condemned as “fitnah” and 
self-image of the Dutch is that the Dutch, in contrast to Muslims, at sinful. The discourse that is dominant on the Internet appears to deliberately 
liberal and emancipated. The Dutch narratives on nationality or eis underplay the ethnic or racial component. Islam is presented as the univer- 
are thus very much linked to the gender discourse. 


sal non-national religion, and occasionally this is mentioned as one of the 

Most converts identify as Dutch and Muslima, or—put togetherinasng attractive things about Islam. “In Islam there is no prejudice at all.... Mus- 

label—as Dutch Muslimas. They stress that they have become Musi lims do not judge a person on their skin color, place, status of birth, male or 
did not adopt the Turkish, Moroccan, or Egyptian nationality of thei pat 


female. The only way a person can be better than another is if they are better 
ners. Although they changed their views on Dutch society and have bn Muslims.”** “Islam gave true equality not only to men and women, but to all 


critical of several aspects of Dutch culture, they are not totally estrag races and social classes, judging only by one’s level of piety.”2” The ethnicity 
They sometimes feel like “symbolic migrants.” They moved away from discourse thus shades into the religious discourse, to which I will tum now. 
tral Dutch values, but do not feel they are outsiders. Islam offers then 

alternative system from which they criticize Dutch views on morality a The Religious Discourse 
such Western values as individualism and materialism. Islam provides thea A comparison between the religious discourse of the online and offline con- 
a way of distancing themselves from their Western background. A few cut version stories shows similarities and differences. In the fieldwork, I could 
verts claim that neither nationality nor ethnicity is an issue, that their net not only discern linkages between the personal story and the religious dis 
identity as Muslima is central. They are not Dutch Muslimas, but simp) course, but also between the gender discourse and the religious discourse. 
Muslimas. Rather specific examples were sexual abuse and Islam's regulation of sexu 
The Internet material shows more heterogeneity in national bis ality, parental divorce and Islam's promotion of a stable family life, and al 
ground.” Most converts are from the United States. In the Internet stont cohol addiction of one’s father and Islam's prohibition of drinking. Islamic 
the reaction of relatives and ruptures with American culture are occasionll prescriptions concerning lifestyle made sense within these biographies. 
touched upon, particularly with regard to veiling or Christian celebrations! Besides the direct relationship with individual biographies, the Dutch con- 
is interesting to note, however, that ethnicity is generally played down Tht verts’ religious narratives showed certain consistencies and centered mostly 
majority of American converts are reported to be African Americans, atl on three themes. First, Islam is perceived as the ideal social and moral reli- 
according to the research of Wohlrab-Sahr (1999), there are differences it gion, providing a stable family life and regulating the relationships between 
motivations and discourses between white and African American convet! the sexes. Second, Islam is perceived as a pervasive, practical religion that 
Historically, there is a strong connection between Islam and black nation is grounded in nature. It gives a clear guidance to spirituality through the 


alism (Wohlrab-Sahr 1999, 34-47; McCloud 1995; see also Simmons, ths direct accessibility of God and regular moments of prayer. Religion thus be- 
volume). The issue of race and ethnicity could be expected to be a featu comes embedded in daily life. Islam is a natural, social, and complete way of 
in the Internet stories. This part of these new Muslimas’ identity, howert life. Third, Islam is a rational, scientific, and logical religion, and this makes it 
is hardly mentioned. Exceptions are infrequent Statements such a those of the most convincing religion as compared to the other monotheistic options. 
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Particularly this last discourse on Tationality was prominent ani 

and logical character was illustrated with reference to rules ee " 

ing, drinking, and the sexes, as well as to theological arguments a 

ity and salvation. The Dutch converts found it important to chalet 

mon ideas about Islam as irrational and religion in general a sci 
unsound. A university graduate heavily emphasized the CONVETgENCE Uy 
Qur'an with science in order to legitimize her choice. 

In comparison to the fieldwork material, the Intemet sample's tig, 
discourse is more standardized and is strongly focused on the last-mentin 
discourse, the logical, rational, and scientific character of Islam. This, 
course contrasts Islam and Christianity, using such examples as the con 
of the Trinity versus the unity of God; Jesus as the son of God versus}sus 
a prophet; the Bible as written and changed by human hand versus then 
changed perfection of the Qur'an; and the presence versus absence of thei 
of original sin. Last but not least, the Bible is in contradiction with mode 
science, whereas the Qur'an is held to be compatible. 

Not only is Islam appealing because of its rationality, but it also is 
intellectual route to conversion. The act of reading the Quran is in ma 

stories described as a decisive factor in the conversion process: ‘tt asad 
good feeling, I could understand it and I couldn't put it down.” The 
reason for studying the Quran is usually the acquaintance with Muslimsax 
sometimes observing practicing Muslims. One of the converts on the las 
net writes, for instance: “I was in awe at how someone could have so mut 
certainty in what he believed and followed.”” The fact that Islam is notyus 
“faith,” but also provides “proof,” makes this religion beyond doubt. sone 
the converts on the Internet argues about Islam: “Here is a religion of tnth 
which can stand up to any test of logic and reason! Just as J always thougt 
religion should be. It should make sense, it should be logical.”” 
This theme of Islam's logical, scientific, and rational character leais 
another interesting trope, that of recognition, of realizing that in fact one’ 
already a Muslim. Some of them describe how they find their own solution 
to theological problems and then realize that these self-discoveries happet 
to be aligned with Islam. They have always rejected the ideas of the Trinityor 
Jesus as the son of God, but were not aware of the existence of an Islamic 
ternative. “The more knowledge I acquired about Islam, the more... found 
that many of the beliefs that I already had were actually Islamic not mere!) 
‘common sense.””? Others feel they have always been Muslims but did ad 
know. “If anyone were to ask me when I became Muslim, | guess the onl) 
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feasible answer would be that I was born Muslim, but just wasn’t aware of 
iv’? They are dormant Muslims, who can only recognize this fact after being 
led to Islam through meeting Muslims and then study. 
The idea of being already Muslim is most strongly expressed in the Inter- 
net accounts and taken a step further. “I was Muslim but just wasn't aware of 
it’ slides into the ideology of “all people are born Muslim,” that is, in a “state 
of Islam.” “We are all born in a state of Islam but what is unfortunate is that 
many people never recognize this fact.” 3 Everyone is born a Muslim, since all 
human beings are born into a state of “submission to the will of God.” There- 
fore, conversion is not a correct notion and should be replaced by “reversion.” 
Several converts also prefer to speak about “embracing Islam” rather than 
“tuming to Islam.” This expresses the same idea that Islam is not something 
new and strange but an originary and familiar religion. 

To conclude this section on the online and offline conversion narratives, 
several similarities and differences are discernible. First, concerning the con- 
tent of the accounts, there are no striking differences. The gender discourse 
is more or less similar, and the religious discourses overlap. The focus, or ac- 
cents, in the two case studies, however, are different. Whereas in the field- 
work case the personal and gender discourses are prominent and linked to 

the religious discourse, in the Internet case the religious discourse is domi- 

nant. Other discourses, such as the personal, gender, and national discourses, 

are subsumed under the religious discourse. Second, in both cases, a certain 
amount of standardization of the discourse is visible. Yet the extent of stan- 
dardization in the Internet material is greater. This is particularly the case 
with the religious discourse of the Internet narratives. The idea of the logi- 
cal, scientific, and rational character of Islam is dominant in most accounts. 

Whereas the fieldwork narratives consist of varied discourses and different 

voices, the Internet accounts are rather depersonalized, standardized reli- 

gious narratives. 


Fieldwork, Internet, and the Production of Conversion Narratives 


Why is there more stress on the religious discourse in the Internet accounts 
and more on gender in the Dutch case? Is this related to the different national 


contexts, as most Internet accounts are from the United States? Why is there 
more standardization on the Internet? Why is there a depersonalized dis- 
course instead of a variety of expressed identities and voices on the Internet? 
Contrary to the expectations created by the Internet's status as a medium for 
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a free and unconstrained expression of identities, we ob 


. ; : SEIVE a denen 
ized and standardized discourse in the case of the conversion 
are identities expressed through the Internet, and how isidentit 


5 4 b : YY Each, 
different during an interview? au 


A clue to this rather unexpected tum can be foundinan interesting» 
rience I had during fieldwork. I visited a lecture at the El Tawheed 
Amsterdam organized by a small group of Dutch converted Mus 
their Muslim husbands. They are educated in Arabic andIslamicstut ‘ 
give lectures in Dutch and Arabic. They wear nigab and are known 
dedication to the cause of Islam. I tried to do interviews with them, butts 
refused. I eventually managed to take one of them aside for halfan 
explained why they refused to do interviews. They felt that my ant 


cal approach and interest in personal trajectories were not relevant Theo 
thing important to them was God, and their lives were dedicated to seriy 
him. They, as persons, were not important except for their religious worka 
devotion. During the interview, she thus refused to go into biographicli 
tails, but was quite willing to explain why Islam was the best religion, me 


for all times and all human beings. 
The explanation she gave for her refusal is interesting becauseshectos 
to stress one aspects of her many identities, that is, her religious iden 
All other sides of her personal identity—being a white, middle-class De 
woman married to an Egyptian and the mother of several children ae 
carded for her religious identity as a Muslima. Her account is close es 
Internet accounts. Having a mission appears to be the key word to oe 
the difference between her account—and the Internet accounts—and lh 
other converts’ narratives collected during fieldwork. This means that wt 
have to investigate the purpose of telling or writing the conversion stork 
it to witness, to confess, to defend, or, as Stromberg observed, is testi 
part of the conversion itself? Three elements thus merit attention in us 
standing the difference between the fieldwork narratives and the Inten# 
discourses. First, the difference in national contexts needs to be considert! 
Second, the different purposes of telling or writing conversion stories show! 
be compared. Finally, it is important to examine the different contextsoftht 
production of narratives, that is, fieldwork versus Internet. 
First, with regard to the national context, the most obvious difference 4p 
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secularized context, Islam's Otherness is not defined in terms of different re- 


ligious ideologies, but mainly in terms of gender and sexuality (Prins 2000). 
Accordingly, gender issues and sexuality are prominent in the discourse on 
Islam both among Muslims and non-Muslims. Islam is perceived as the ul- 
timate Other in contrast to Dutch national identity. Whether this gender dis- 
course with regard to Islam is less outspoken in the Unites States is difficult 
to assess based on my research. Yet it partly explains the stress on the gender 
discourse in the Dutch case study. In the Unites States, on the other hand, 
there appears to be more religious vitality in the various denominations or 
new religious movements than in the Netherlands (Bruce 1999). And as ex- 
plained above, the religious commitment of the converts from the Intemet 
sample was considerably higher. Many Dutch converts were either secular 
or at least no longer practicing at the time of conversion, whereas the Inter- 
net converts reported higher religious attachment. This could be part of the 
explanation for the greater stress on the religious dimension in the Internet 
accounts.5 
Second, if we look at the purpose and public of the narratives, we can see 
the divergence. The missionary aspect was largely absent in the fieldwork 
narratives. The Dutch Muslimas sporadically said that they hoped 1 would 
convert one day, as they had the experience “that it made them so happy to be- 
come Muslim.” Occasionally they described their efforts to correct false views 
of Islam as a form of da'wa, calling to the faith. They sometimes mentioned 
that testifying to the glory of Islam would bring them closer to paradise. Yet 
they were explaining their conversion rather than engaging in an explicit 
form of da'wa. The missionary aspect was less important than defending 
their rather “unusual” or “weird” choice to become a Muslim. Parts of their 
accounts were simply explanatory, others dealing with issues like gender and 
emancipation were defensive and critical, and Dutch morality was criticized 
and condemned, Yet the explanatory and defensive voices were dominant. 
Their purpose was to explain their situation for the public of Dutch acquain- 
tances, condensed in the person of the researcher, that is, me. As a result of 
their perception of me as an exponent of Dutch society and probably as an 
“emancipated woman or feminist,” the gender discourse was prime. 
The purpose of the Internet stories appears to be different. Some of the 
converts chose to put their stories on the Internet as a source of inspiration 


pears to be related to secularization and emancipation. In the N 
people have a strong self-perception of belonging to an eman 
This self-definition is particularly articulated vis-a-vis Islam 


for others. Others were asked to write their stories so that they could be 
linked to special sites for converts or potential converts. The Web site “The 
True Religion” has an explicit missionary aim. Its goal is “to introduce the 


etherlands 
Cipated societ} 
. In the Dutch 
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core beliefs, compelling evidence and rational 
lam.” ° The stories form just one link connec 

Islam, comparative religion, revelation, Go 


ell as to givean Wenig; 
arguments forthe truth is 
ting general infomatiny. 
d, and the prophets The she 
tion on converts provides, besides the stories, such guides as how thing 


a Muslim, “so you just embraced Islam, here is What you must know, 
ing for a Muslim name,” “learning how to pray,’ and advice ftom terns, 
Muslims. In particular, the testimonies of former priests and missionaigs 
recommended as inspirational and thought to be powerful insane 
proselytizing. Whereas not every individual story needs to be witty; 
missionary effort, most are aimed at this goal or function assuchin they, 
they are presented at such sites as “The True Religion.” 

The observation of Beckford (1978) that converts include elements tft 
religion’s ideological rationale in their narratives seems to hold for thes 
ternet case study as well. The content of the religious discourse inthe 
ternet narratives is related to a specific missionary ideology. Poston’ su 
on Islamic da‘wa in the West (1992) gives insight into the various debits 
on missionary activities and strategies. Of particular interest is the ateny 
at applying Islamic missiology to Western countries. One of the promine 
writers in this field is Khurram Murad, who lives in Great Britain butaa 
has extensive influence in North America and Western Europe. Inhisbt 
let, he explains the conceptual and methodological aspects of daw an 

non-Muslims in the West (1986). His basic idea is that the message of Kia 
though essentially the same in all ages, must be conveyed through ameius 
that is understood by the addressees. So the stress should first be on cum 
monalities between Islam and Wester religions. The most important va) 
reach the missionary goal is stressing that Islam is not anew religion butt 
foundational and natural religion for humankind. He argues: “We dont 
vite people to a ‘new’ religion, we invite them to the oldest religion, indeti! 
their ‘own’ religion, the religion of living in total surrender to their Creat 
in accordance with the guidance brought by all His Messengers’ (1986, 1) 
He continues: “Indeed, if I am not misunderstood, we may be bold enovf! 
to say that we do not invite anyone to change his ‘religion,’ to transfer hs 
allegiance to a rival religion. For, by our own admission, Islam is not atl 
or rival religion among the many competing for human allegiance; it is tt 
natural and primordial religion” (1986, 18). As Poston argues, this missiolog) 
sets the stage for a common Muslim appeal that choosing to follow 
not “conversion,” but rather 


5 i Islam 
reversion.” According to Murad, this messafe 
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should be spread by Western converts to Islam. They are regarded as more 

effective in proselytizing than born Muslims. Converts should be messengers 
to their own people because they can be truly effective in showing others the 
way to their “own” religion. Converts as fellow citizens should thus bring 


Islam home. So writing or telling the conversion story is not directly part of 
the conversion itself, as Stromberg argued; it can, however, be an instrument 
for converting others. Testifying to your conversion is an important form of 
da'wa. The idea of Islam as the original and natural message for all people, to 
which non-Muslims should return, is thus part of a missionary ideology (see 
also Haddad, this volume). 

Lastly, the difference between the online and offline narratives is related 
to the different contexts of production. As Miller and Slater stated, the In- 
temet can provide a space for enacting core values, practices, and identities. 
People can “realize” themselves. People can even bring about a state that had 

been realized but then lost. They can enact a version of themselves in which 
they make happen what they think they really are or should be. Yet people 
can also envisage a quite novel vision of what they could be through the In- 
ternet. That is, the Internet can provide an expansive potential.” 

For the converts, the Internet has provided both options but at different 
stages in the conversion process. Many American converts relate that the In- 
ternet was a very important medium in their search for information about 
Islam. Several women describe how the Internet is their only medium for 

communication and knowledge about Islam. Without the Internet they 
might not have become acquainted with Islam. A convert from Iceland re- 
lated that she entirely converted through the Internet. She first learned about 
Islam through the Internet, stumbled upon a chat room about Islam, chatted 
extensively with Muslims, and asked many questions. After some time she 
wanted to take shahada, the declaration of the faith, while she was chatting 
with sisters. She decided to see if it was possible to do so on the spot and 
found several sisters online prepared to witness. She declared her faith on- 
line and became Muslim by way of the Internet. She thus found a new space 
and identity through the Internet.3* The same sister now has her own Web 
site with her own story and stories of other Muslimas. 

This constitutes the second stage at which the Internet functions as a 
means to realize the new identity. New Muslimas can bring about a form of 
online community that most of them lack offline. They can feel themselves 
part of a virtual Islamic ummah and actively expand this community by cre- 
ating their own Web sites and writing their stories. They can inspire other 
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nies, then, feature structured narrati ; My 
a atives or s Story 
Crupts and show abigh4 


“expansive realization.” Converts can realize themselves not only by ys 
ing to their conversion, but also by finding a place to belong» The 
thus provides a good opportunity to realize one’s “true or original 
expand this message globally. 
Whereas the difference in the national contexts sets the stage ty 


stress on gender in the Dutch case and the emphasis on teligionin hein, 
net case, this tendency is further strengthened by the different pupoys'; 
the testimonies and the contexts in which they are produced. The Inteng 
provides a medium to select one’s identity, so that it can beas varie 
ited, as expansive or narrow, as one wishes. In the case of the Dutch iu 
who refused to be interviewed on personal details, I still gainedinforin 
about aspects of her life other than her religious identity by simply sta 
face-to-face with her. Representations on the Internet can be “bodiless fra 
anonymous public. On the Internet one can leave out sides of one's identi 
that are inescapable in a fieldwork setting. On the Internet one can st 
which aspects of identity are presented as primary. This freedom how. 
does not necessarily lead to a multiplicity of voices andexresinsat 
ten assumed. Depending on one’s purpose, one can select or feign an ce 
One can thus choose to focus solely on the religious identity and thei 
gious discourse thought to be most effective in promoting the new ca 
tion. Identity enactment on the Internet can bea powerful tool for da'wal 


Conclusion 


The aim of this chapter is to analyze the different discourses that can hel 

illuminate why Islam can be attractive for women in the West. Beyond pe 

sonal trajectories and specific biographical themes, Islam's appeal iste! 

to gender (why converts as women are attracted to Islam), nationality a 

ethnicity (why they as Dutch/Western/American individuals are attract! 

to Islam), and religion (why Islam). The gender discourse mainly centess0 
gender roles, sexuality, and motherhood. Islam provides converts witht 
structions of gender that allow them to live according to their fitrah, thet! 
feminine nature, without being treated as sex objects. They feel respected® 
WORMED: ee rs aaa ema eae rouse on gender that js in the! 
view compatible with notions o ipati a oe , 
viding a cman to criticize on ee cae ariel f 
; also offers a possibility 
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distancing oneself from an ethnic background, either through a discourse on 

the universality of Islam and the irrelevance of the ethnic dimension, or by 
critical reflection on such Western values as materialism, individualism, or 
views on sex and gender. Islam as a religious system is attractive because it 

is grounded in nature and it is a social and moral religion. Last, but not least, 

Islam is rational, scientific, and logical and therefore the most convincing 
religion. The Internet stories add a more specific religious discourse to this. 
Islamis felt to be a rational and natural religion into which everyone is born. 

Many converts describe their feeling of being a dormant Muslim. They are 
already Muslim without realizing their true nature. 
Despite similarities between the online and offline conversion narra- 
tives, it appears that the conversion stories collected by means of fieldwork 
are somewhat different from the Internet accounts. The gender discourse is 
prominent in the interviews, and the religious discourse is paramount on 
the Intemet. The missionary tendencies and standardization of narratives 
are also stronger in the Internet discourse. It is not absent in the fieldwork 
narratives, but these voices are more diverse and multifaceted. Whereas the 
difference in the national contexts sets the stage for the stress on gender in 
the Dutch case and the emphasis on religion in the Internet case, this ten- 
dency is further strengthened by the different purposes for the testimonies 
and the contexts in which they are produced. Not only are the Internet nar- 
ratiyes written and the fieldwork accounts spoken, the first are also self- 
presentations for an anonymous public, whereas the latter are presenta- 
tions of self in an interactive context. In the interactive context of face-to- 
face interviews, the narratives include responses to the interactive context. 
The speaking subject is multiply situated and embodied. In the Dutch case 
this particularly implies converts defending themselves on the ground of 
Islam's assumed oppression of women, an issue they as “emancipated Dutch 
women” cannot avoid. 
Whereas Dutch new Muslimas feel obliged to defend themselves through 
a gender discourse, converts who publish their stories on the Internet try to 
convince through a religious discourse. We have seen not only that the In- 
tenet is a good medium for performing da‘wa, but also that converts them- 
selves are considered perfect instruments for proselytizing. Their stories, as 
part of an “Erzahlgemeinshaft,” contain elements of Islam's ideological mes- 
sage that can be convincing to new members. The Internet is potentially a 
space where new identities can be constructed, or “real” and “originary” iden- 
tities can be reconstructed. New Muslimas, in their “bodiless” presentation of 
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self on the Internet, can choose which issues to address identities, 

and narratives to write. This does not, however, necessarily lade 

plicity of voices, but can result in standardized Natrati sige 
Webby 


eS 
gious) self used as a device to convert others. 


mention that they were no longer religious 
atthe time of conversion. 
13. http: /www.usc.edu/dept/MSA! 
newmuslims/afrah html. 


and that lustful admiration was equal to 
respect. It was when Allah guided me to 
\s\am, andl put on the hijab, that | was 
finally able to step out of the society in 
which I lived and see it for what it really is. 
could see how the highest paid women 


14. See van Nieuwkerk 2003. 

15. Half of the Dutch converts | inter- 
viewed are veiled in Dutch public space 

and two wear the niqab; the others are not 


Notes were those who exposed themselves to 


public display, like actresses, models and 


1. In the Netherlands, there were about 
six thousand converts in 1990. Approxi- 
mately two-thirds of them were women. 
There are no recent estimates (Wagten- 
donk 1994, 6; Speelman 1993, 145; Crijnen 
1999, 8). 

2. There are two organizations for 
converts. Al Nisa is a liberal organization 
that helps new Muslimas find their place 
in Islam. Al Nisa provides a place to meet 
and to pray. It also sponsors lectures 
and publishes a monthly magazine. El 
Tawheed is linked to a mosque and has a 
reputation for its strict, or Islamist, inter- 
pretation of Islam. The converts of this 
organization provide lectures in Dutch 

and Arabic. 

3. http://www.thetruereligion.org/ 
converts.htm. Other sites are: http://www 
-isgkc.org/stories; http://www.islamia 
-com/reyerting; http://www.usc.edu/dept/ 

MSA/newmuslims; http://www.al-islam 
-org/begin/newmuslims; http://www 
-muslim.net/islam. Some of the stories 
were only half a page in length and 
contained hardly any information on the 
conversion motives, so I skipped them. 
4. I followed the e-group ANSG, the 
Al-Nigab Support Group, from October 
2000 until the end of May 2001. Since the 


In addition, I followed the New ais 
Woman from January 2001 unilitya) 
of July 2001. This group is for 


non-Muslim women. 

5. http://wwwausc.eduldepi sy 
newmuslims/karimahtml. 

6. http://www-thetrueteligionay 
khadijahtm. 

7. http://www.usc.edu/deptMSy 
newmuslims/kaci_html. 

8. Hudda Droll’s story is also aval 
at http://www.thetruereligionorg 

g. http://www-thetruereligonorg 
hanifa.htm. 

ro. See van Nieuwkerk 2006. 

11. http:/www-hetruereligionory 
nadia.htm. 

12. The religious background ofDutt 
converts is as follows: ten Catholics fire 
Protestants, three atheists, two seculat 
ists, one Dutch Reformed Chistian, 


Jehovah's Witness, and one Jew. Thisreles 


mainly to the religious affiliation oe 
parents and the church they visited as 


the time they meet Muslims and cons 
ered conversion to Islam, except fortwo 


women. The religious backgroundin te 


Internet stories is as follows: twenty-two 


information about this group is confiden- 
tial and only for members, I will not cite 
from this e-group. I will use the informa- 
tion only in a genera] sense or when it is 
also available at other sites on the Internet, 
since cross-posting is a common practice. 


“Christians” (not self-identified by den0™” 
nation), eleven Catholic, five Southem 
Baptists, three Protestant, two seculariss 
two unknown, one Church of Christ, ont 
Church of England, one Quaker one 
and one Evangelical Lutheran, Besides 
the two secularists, seven other women 


yeiled or only when they go to meetings 
for Muslimas. Others were considering 
veiling, but were not ready to face possible 
hostile reactions. 
16. In the feminist movement in the 
West two traditions developed. The “equal 
Tights” tradition contests ideas of an es- 
sentialist womanhood, whereas the radical 
feminist idea, or differential feminism, 
struggles for the acknowledgment of the 
inherently positive values of women. The 
tradition of “equality feminism,” however, 
has gained dominance, and differential 
feminism is often depicted as conservative. 
See Aerts 1984 and Scott 1989. 
17. http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/ 
newmuslims/penomee.html. 
18, http://www.slamfortoday.com/ 
phreddie-htm. 
19. An exception is, for instance, Sharifa 
Carlo’s conversion story and hijab story, 
which are linked to and circulated on sev- 
eral converts’ sites and in e-mail groups. In 
her conyersion story, she is silent on gen- 


i involved der issues; in her hijab story, however, she 
children. They were no longer involve er issues; in her hijab story 


voices strong opinions on this matter. She 
states: “I was a modern woman, educated 
and liberated. Little did I know the awful 
truth. I was more oppressed than any 
Muslim woman in the most culturally op- 
pressive village in the Muslim world. I was 
oppressed not by an inability to choose my 
clothing or to choose my life-style, I was 
oppressed by an inability to see my society 
for what it really was. I was oppressed by 
the idea that a woman's beauty was public, 


even striptease dancers. | was able to see 
that the relationship between men and 
women was unfairly stacked in the man’s 
direction. I knew I used to dress to attract 
men. | tried to fool myself by saying I did 
it to please myself, but the painful reality 
was that what pleased me was when I 
was admired by a man I considered attrac- 
tive” (http://www.muslim net/islam/ 
story-html). 


20. Opinion on veiling expressed in 


the e-group the New Muslim Woman, 
August 6, 2001. 


21. Muslim Internet Directory, http:// 


www.2muslims.com. 


22. See van Nieuwkerk 2004. Interest- 
ingly enough, a picture of a Moroccan 
Muslima who was veiled and wearing 
wooden clogs also provoked reactions of 

laughter, but conveyed the meaning of 
integration and inclusion instead of 
exclusion. 

23. The national background of the 
selected narratives are as follows: USA, 
thirty-two; not known, eight; Canada, 
two; Australia, two; UK, two; Iceland, 
one; Sweden, one; Ireland, one; and 
Germany, one. 

24. http://www.islamfortoday.com/ 
phreddie.htm. 

25, http://www.thetruereligion.org/ 
aminah.htm. 

26. http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/ 
newmuslims/aamina.html. 

27. http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/ 
newmuslims/karima.html. 
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28. http:/ /www.thetruereligion.org/ 
zakiyyah.htm. 


29. http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/ 
newmuslims/kelly:html. 


30. http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/ 
newmuslims/diana.html. 


31. http://www.usc.edu/depUMSA/ 
newmuslims/lara.html. 


32. http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/ 

newmuslims/themise.html. 

33. Ibid. 

34. Roald (2003) mentions a similar 
tendency for Sweden. 

35. Wohlrab-Sahr (1999), who did 
research comparing Germany and the 
USA, observes that there were other 
characteristic differences between the 
two contexts that also informed the con- 

version process and narratives. She par- 
ticularly mentions the collective nature 
of the African American conversion versus 
the individual character of this choice in 


often unknown, itis iffieut, 
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observation. 


36. The site “The True Relisige 
to be run by a “Muslim fan 
New York" and to be a*comy| 
tary, self-funded and indep 

effort, unrelated to any org 


government” 


37. In their case study on Trnita 
Miller and Slater concluded 
to the expectations that the Intemg 
lead to a reduction in national ide 


and nationalism, its clearly global sq 
assures that itis constantly u 
sent Trinidad. In the diasporicsituai 
Trinidad, the global Inteme 
used as a medium to perform 


and to reestablish a “local community’ 


The Internet primarily serves onguay 
ideals and structures. 
38. http://www-geocitiescom/Ae 
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Germany. This could also influence the 


difference in the extent of standardiza- 
tion of the narratives. Yet as the ethnic 
identity of individuals in my sample is 


39. It is interesting to notic Press. 


ve 


the content of their stones testifies tothe 


Roald, A. S. 2003. “The Mecca of Gender 
Equality: Muslim Women in Sweden.” In 
Muslim Women in the United Kingdom and 
Beyond: Experiences and Images, ed. H. Jawad 
and T. Benn, pp. 65-91. Leiden: Brill. 


Schmitz, J. 1997. “Structural Relations, 
Electronic Media, and Social Change: The 
Public Electronic Network and the Home 
less.” In Virtual Culture: Identity and Com 
munication in Cybersociety, ed. S. G. Jones, 
pp. 80-102. London: Sage Publications. 


Wagtendonk, K. 1994, Islam, godsdienst- 
wetenschap en de ideeén van al Nisa. Amster. 
dam: Universiteit van Amsterdam. 


theme of “realizing state that hal bs 
Jost,” that is, “reversion.” 


Watson, N. 1997. “Why We Argue about 
Virtual Community: A Case Study of the 
Phish.Net Fan Community.” In Virtual 
Culture; Identity and Communication in 
Cybersociety, ed. S. G. Jones, pp. 102-133. 
London: Sage Publications. 


References 


Aerts, M. 1984. “Gewoon hetzelfde of ge- 
woon anders? Een feministisch dilemma.” 
Wending, February 1984, pp. 82-89. 


Crijnen, T. 1999. Veertien portretten van 
Nieuwe Nederlandse en Viaamse Moslis 


Whitehead, H. 1987. Renunciation and Re 
Amsterdam: Bulaaq. 


formulation. Ithaca, NY.: Cornell University 
Press, 


Beckford, J. A. 1978. “Accounting for Con- 


version.” British Journal of Sociology 29 (2): 
249-263. 


de Groot, I. 1997. “Het verhulde geslahl 
Over de (on)mogelijkheid om geslachts 
loos te communiceren op internet.’In Mr 
tueel verbonden. Filosoferen over cyberspats 
ed. Y. de Boer and J. Vorstenbosch, 
Pp. 60-76. Amsterdam: Parrésia. 


Scott, J. W. 1989. “Deconstructie van gelijk- 
heid-versus-verschil. De bruikbaarheid 
van de post-structuralistische theorie voor 
het feminisme.” In Het raadsel vrouwenge- 


Wohlrab-Sahr, M. 1999. Konversion zum Is 


lam in Deutschland und den USA. Frankfurt: 
Campus Verlag. 


Bruce, St. 1999. Choice and Religion: A 


Critique of Rational Choice Theory. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 


Clifford, J. and G. E. Marcus. 1980. Writing 
Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnog- 
raphy. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 


Harding, S. F. 1987, “Convicted by the 

Holy Spirit: The Rhe 
Baptist Conversion,” 
14 (1): 167-181, 


toric of Fundament2! 


American Ethnolog’! 


The Shifting Significance of the Halal/Havamtyoy 


Narratives on the Hijab and Obes 


Stefan te 


Bla question of the hijab, the most common Arab name for via}; 
ten imprecisely called the “veil,” as well as other gender issues} 
ways been a very sensitive issue in European countries’ perception cilia 
It seems that, more than the issue itself, it is its symbolic perception 


crucial. The subject of women in Islam is in fact a burning issue antasm 
of polemics and mutual incomprehension. 
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A significant example comes from the main European comparative re- 
search project on moral and religious values, the RAMP Project (Religious 
and Moral Pluralism). One question asked in the RAMP questionnaire was 
introduced as follows: “All religions require the faithful to do certain things 
(ike for example cover their face or head) {the two actions in themselves not 
identical] or they forbid them to do others,” and interviewees were asked if 
they agreed “that girls should go to school with their head covered, if that 
forms part of their religious customs.” In the Italian sample the “definitely 
don't agrees” came to 66 percent, to which must be added those that are in 
amiddle position on a scale that goes from 1 to 7. (Allievi 2003b, 294-295). 
Let us imagine how different the result would have been if the question had 
been about Muslim girls’ right to wear a hijab (that is, a headscarf), not the 
obligation to do it 
Initalian there is a proverb that says: “The tunic does not make the monk.” 


At the risk of excessive simplification, two dominant positions canbe 
tinguished in the public discourse. For the West, the Muslim womans} 
definition downtrodden, and the symbol of her oppression isthe hith 
veil, which she is forced to wear. For some Muslim women—and for isi 
men—it is Western women who are slaves to their obligation tobe eat. 
and available, on pain of being rejected, and so it is they who are noite 
Furthermore, Muslims say, except for in certain situations the veilisa choi 


Mutatis mutandis, a garment does not make a Muslim. But Muslims—and 
even more so Muslim women—are continually being faced by the problem 
of what they wear. If not through their individual will, through the social 
pressure of the surrounding Islamic community. If not through this, through 
the no less indiscreet pressure of non-Muslim society. Muslim women are 
questioned if they follow a presumed Islamic code of conduct and even if 
they do not. This is in certain ways paradoxical and so all the more signifi- 


cant to understanding our way of perceiving Muslim women. Quite often it 
is surrounding society that creates the problem of the veil, and in a way “in- 
sists” on it as part of the cliché of the Islamic woman. In a certain sense there 


not, as the West sees it, an obligation. The hijab is therefore a symbolic ba 
ner, waved on both sides by those who are either for it or against it 
In addition, there is a kind of “semantic war” being waged about the hare 
jab that seems to be of some significance. The Arab word hijab is sometins exists a poocial semuandy that associates the veil with Islamic women, and so 
translated with no great semantic accuracy, as is the case with the French pes it, almost masts onit. ; ; 
lard. But often the choice falls on stronger words: the French voile the Englst This can be seen oe HA) ANC on Islam typical of the French situa, 
veil, and the Italian velo. The word veil itself dramatizes the debate, refit popeeromine pe eno cop ne wake cr neicas OU ence Seabaleal 
at least implicitly and certainly psychologically to something that septs dren of Creil suspended coo a erate school, to the latest; inv2003)MOTe)OF 
conceals, masks, or blocks the view (not to mention the word chador oft i wg Be poo sams give snOniet xan ae waysparadie 
used in Italian, erroneously but perhaps not innocently, as an equivalent matic, but inno way en This is the case of ae Ez-Zerqti, thirty-nine 
the preceding terms). Even if, on a symbolic and etymological level, the wot aero ene ivedta: She has worked in tialy for manyycae 
is polysemic and ambiguous, in this debate the veil is always “that whic 
covers,” not “that which re-veals” (the Latin root of these words shows molt 
directly the dink between veil and revelation). The semantic aspectis thus!" 
neutral, aseptic. It turns out to be strongly ideological. The choice of wold 
used reflects the exact way we want to put the question, a 
the responses we wish to receive. 


isemancipated, perfectly integrated and at the same time religious. A RAI-TV 
(the Italian public television) team asked her for an interview on her experi- 
ences and the story of her life. The proposal was first accepted but then re- 
fused because RAI insisted on filming her wearing a hijab, which she had never 
actually worn. So in her place they interviewed and filmed another woman 


ints 1 
nd also points who conformed more to the stereotype. On the contrary, a famous convert, 
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Barbara Aisha Farina, a woman with radical ideas, always petsinisa 
terviews on television, which she does dressed in the Aihanhey 
2003a). But then, from the point of view of the Journalist, how car 7 
she is a Muslim (especially if converted) if she is Tot Wearing a 
just one example among many of the social reproduction of sete 
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of women in Islam, and particularly those concerning the hijab, 
and debated, from two different and often opposing points of view: 
of society at large; and second, that of individuals and Muslim di 
including male and female converts. In the following section! shal, 
the point of view of society. The point of view of individual andsocd\y 
lim actors will be integrated into the point of view of converts. Cones, 


fer to debates that are anything but new in Islam, and frequently conn, 
in many Muslim countries, yet they are obliged to compare them with hs 
own European background. Before discussing these opposing pons tia 


I shall outline diverse trajectories of conversion. 


Trajectories of Conversion 


The greatest number of conversions to Islam is the result ofsinete 7 
has little to do with the search for spirituality, that is, mamage Asis wel 
known, following the Islamic sunna, a non-Muslim man cannot mat} adhts 
lim woman without converting first. This reason for conversion mi on 
tradict the principle of freedom of religion and freedom of consceural 
has developed in the West, but it is not normally perceived as being pati 
larly problematic by many of these candidates for conversion, who are it 


hardly religious at all, and consequently not particularly disturbed by thet 
choice. 


These conversions generally have no great impact on the lives ofindivide 
als and couples, and often not even on those of their offspring. Convers! 
under these circumstances is a means of attaining another goal (marae 

not a goal in itself. And it concerns men mainly, at least asa legal obligatio™ 
It may also concern women as a social obligation, for them to be acceptel 
by the family of the Muslim partner, or by the ethnic and/or religious 002 
munity to which he belongs, and whose Judgment he might fear in case 
exogamy. 
In a previous book (Allievi 2002 
cou i which I distinguished pee iaclans hl 
n exogamy and endog 


led “mixed” 
amy, 
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as itis usual to do, but also introduced the category of “selective exogamy,” 
which from another point of view might be called “enlarged endogamy.” It 


concems, among other cases, couples in which ethnic and cultural exogamy 
is in some way “compensated for” by a religious endogamy. In those cases 
inwhich one of the two partners is a convert, he (or more frequently she) is 
“pushed” toward conversion through social and psychological pressure. 
However, other trajectories to conversion, which, like the previous ones, 
may be called “relational,” even if far less numerous, are those that have the 
greatest impact: on the lives of individuals, and also on the life of Islamic 
communities in Europe. In this list can be included the “discovery” of Islam 
by meeting Muslim believers, while as a tourist or on a business trip to Mus- 
lim countries, or by méeting an immigrant in Europe and possibly falling in 
Jove with him or her. 

A different model of conversion is that of “rational” conversions? We can 
refer to intellectual conversions—‘cold,” so to speak—which are due to read- 
ing the Qur'an, even by chance, for all sorts of reasons and in the most diverse 
situations; either because it is received as a gift, as happened to one of the 

most well-known European converts, former pop singer Cat Stevens, who 
became Yusuf Islam, or because it was found in the prison library. Others 
have become acquainted with Islam through books on Islamic mysticism, 
especially Sufism, which have attracted a wide Western readership. Books 
that have influenced conversions are those of traditionalist authors suchas 

René Guenon, Fritjof Schuon, and Titus Burckhardt, who have all become 

Muslims. Both the intellectual way and the mystic—more frequently, prob- 

ably, the second, at least in my own experience—are followed by large num- 
bers of women. 

Sufism is, however, a specific way of entering Islam, or rather a special 
facet of it, and leads to embracing Islam through the role of tariga, not neces- 
sarily and not often connected to the “Islam of the mosques,” where immi- 
grants of Muslim origin can be found. 

For many converts the background of conversion is political, and can be 
either (even extreme) right or left. Islam, the religion of praxis that does not 
on principle distinguish between the “city of men” and the “city of God,” just 
prefers to overlay them, and seems to be an ideal way of “spiritualizing” a 
militant commitment that previously was only social or political. It is no 
accident that we find these converts in the leadership and at the intermedi- 
ate levels of many Islamic associations of different European countries, in 
mosques, and in promoting political initiatives such as requests that Muslims 
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CHAPTERS A significant example comes from the main European comparative re 
search project on moral and religious values, the RAMP Project (Religious 


The Shifting Significance of the Halal/Haram Frontier and Moral Pluralism). One question asked in the RAMP questionnaire was 

Narratives on the Hijab and Otherlsus introduced as follows: “All religions require the faithful to do certain things 

(like for example cover their face or head) [the two actions in themselves not 

Stefano Allen identical] or they forbid them to do others,” and interviewees were asked if 

they agreed “that girls should go to school with their head covered, if that 

forms part of their religious customs.” In the Italian sample the “definitely 

he question of the hijab, the most common Arab name for what is of don't agrees” came to 66 percent, to which must be added those that are in 

a middle position on a scale that goes from 1 to 7. (Allievi 2003b, 294-295) 

Let us imagine how different the result would have been if the question had 

been about Muslim girls’ right to wear a hijab (that is, a headscarf), not the 
obligation to do it.* 

InItalian there is a proverb that says: “The tunic does not make the monk.” 


ten imprecisely called the “veil,” as well as other gender issues, has 
ways been a very sensitive issue in European countries’ perception of|slam 
It seems that, more than the issue itself, it is its symbolic perception that 
crucial. The subject of women in Islam is in fact a burning issue anda sourt 
of polemics and mutual incomprehension. 


At the risk of excessive simplification, two dominant positions can bedis Mutatis mutandis, a garment does not make a Muslim. But Muslims—and 


tinguished in the public discourse. For the West, the Muslim woman is by even more so Muslim women—are continually being faced by the problem 


definition downtrodden, and the symbol of her oppression is the hijab, the 
veil, which she is forced to wear. For some Muslim women—and for Mus 


of what they wear. If not through their individual will, through the social 


pressure of the surrounding Islamic community. If not through this, through 
the no less indiscreet pressure of non-Muslim society. Muslim women are 


men—it is Western women who are slaves to their obligation to be beautiful 
questioned if they follow a presumed Islamic code of conduct and even if 


and available, on pain of being rejected, and so it is they who are not free 
Furthermore, Muslims say, except for in certain situations the veil isa choice 
not, as the West sees it, an obligation. The hijab is therefore a symbolic ban 
ner, waved on both sides by those who are either for it or against it. 

In addition, there is a kind of “semantic war” being waged about the hi 


they do not. This is in certain ways paradoxical and so all the more signifi 
cant to understanding our way of perceiving Muslim women. Quite often it 
is Surrounding society that creates the problem of the veil, and in a way “in 


sists” On it as part of the cliché of the Islamic woman. Ina certain sense there 
exists a “social demand” that associates the veil with Islamic women, and so 
expects it, almost insists on it. 

This can be seen in many debates on Islam typical of the French situa 


jab that seems to be of some significance. The Arab word hijab is sometimes 
translated with no great semantic accuracy, as is the case with the French fo 
lard. But often the choice falls on stronger words: the French voile, the English 


veil, and the Italian velo. The word veil itself dramatizes the debate, referring tion—from the first, in 1989, in the wake of the case of the three schoolchil 


at least implicitly and certainly psychologically to something that separates dren of Creil suspended from a state school, to the latest, in 2003, more or 


conceals, masks, or blocks the view (not to mention the word chador, often less with the same dynamics. I give another example, in many ways paradig 


Matic, but in no way unusual. This is the case of Fouzia Ez-Zerqti, thirty-nine 
years old, a Moroccan living in Padua. She has worked in Italy for many years, f 
isemancipated, perfectly integrated and at the same time religious. A RAI-TV 
(the Italian public television) team asked her for an interview on her experi 
ences and the story of her life. The proposal was first accepted but then re 


used in Italian, erroneously but perhaps not innocently, as an equivalent for 
the preceding terms). Even if, on a symbolic and etymological level, the word 


is polysemic and ambiguous, in this debate the veil is always “that which 
covers,” not “that which re-veals” (the Latin root of these words shows more 


directly the link between veil and revelation). The semantic aspect is thus not 
neutral, aseptic. It turns out to be strongly ideological. The choice of words fused because RAI insisted on filming her wearing a hijab, which she had never 


used reflects the exact way we want to put the question, and also points t0 actually worn. So in her place they interviewed and filmed another woman 
who conformed more to the stereotype. On the contrary, a famous convert, 


— 


the responses we wish to receive. 
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Barbara Aisha Farina, a woman with radical ideas, always gets invited for in 


terviews on television, which she does dressed in the Afghan burga(? 
2003a). But then, from the point of view of the journalist, how can youtellif 
she is a Muslim (especially if converted) if she is not wearing a veil? 
just one example among many of the social reproduction of stereotypes: 


We may observe from these examples how issues related to the situation 
of women in Islam, and particularly those concerning the hijab, are 
and debated, from two different and often opposing points of view: firs 
of society at large; and second, that of individuals and Muslim social actors, 


including male and female converts. In the following section I shall analyze 
the point of view of society. The point of view of individual and social Mus 


lim actors will be integrated into the point of view of converts. Converts te 
fer to debates that are anything but new in Islam, and frequently conducted 
in many Muslim countries, yet they are obliged to compare them with 
own European background. Before discussing these opposing points of vie 


I shall outline diverse trajectories of conversion. 


Trajectories of Conversion 


The greatest number of conversions to Islam is the result of something that 
has little to do with the search for spirituality, that is, marriage. As is well 
known, following the Islamic sunna, a non-Muslim man cannot marry a Mus 
lim woman without converting first. This reason for conversion may con 
tradict the principle of freedom of religion and freedom of conscience asi! 
has developed in the West, but it is not normally perceived as being particu 


larly problematic by many of these candidates for conversion, who are often 


hardly religious at all, and consequently not particularly disturbed by their 


choice. 


These conversions generally have no great impact on the lives of individu 


als and couples, and often not even on those of their offspring. Conver 
under these circumstances is a means of attaining another goal (marriage) 
not a goal in itself. And it concerns men mainly, at least as a legal obligation 
It may also concern women as a social obligation, for them to be accepted 
by the family of the Muslim partner, or by the ethnic and/or teligious com 
munity to which he belongs, and whose judgment he might fear in case of 
exogamy. 

In a previous book (Allievi 2002) I devoted a chapter to so-called “mixed” 
couples, in which I distinguished not only between exogamy and endogamy 
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as it is usual to do, but also introduced the category of “selective exogamy,” 
which from another point of view might be called “enlarged endogamy.” It 
concems, among other cases, couples in which ethnic and cultural exogamy 
is in some way “compensated for” by a religious endogamy. In those cases 
in which one of the two partners is a convert, he (or more frequently she) is 
“pushed” toward conversion through social and psychological pressure 


However, other trajectories to conversion, which, like the previous ones, 
may be called “relational,” even if far less numerous, are those that have the 
greatest impact: on the lives of individuals, and also on the life of Islamic 
communities in Europe. In this list can be included the “discovery” of Islam 
by meeting Muslim believers, while as a tourist or on a business trip to Mus 
lim countries, or by méeting an immigrant in Europe and possibly falling in 
love with him or her. 

A different model of conversion is that of “rational” conversions.} We can 
tefer to intellectual conversions—“cold,” so to speak—which are due to read 
ing the Quran, even by chance, for all sorts of reasons and in the most diverse 
Situations: either because it is received as a gift, as happened to one of the 
most well-known European converts, former pop singer Cat Stevens, who 
became Yusuf Islam, or because it was found in the prison library. Others 
have become acquainted with Islam through books on Islamic mysticism, 
especially Sufism, which have attracted a wide Western readership. Books 
that have influenced conversions are those of traditionalist authors such as 
René Guénon, Fritjof Schuon, and Titus Burckhardt, who have all become 
Muslims. Both the intellectual way and the mystic—more frequently, prob- 
ably, the second, at least in my own experience—are followed by large num- 
bers of women. 

Sufism is, however, a specific way of entering Islam, or rather a special 
facet of it, and leads to embracing Islam through the role of tariga, not neces- 
Sarily and not often connected to the “Islam of the mosques,” where immi- 
grants of Muslim origin can be found 

For many converts the background of conversion is political, and can be 
either (even extreme) right or left. Islam, the religion of praxis that does not 
on principle distinguish between the “city of men” and the “city of God,” just 

] way of “spiritualizing” a 


prefers to overlay them, and seems to be an ide 
militant commitment that previously was only social or political. It is no 
accident that we find these converts in the leadership and at the intermedi= 
ate levels of Many Islamic associations of different European countries, in 


Mosques, and in promoting political initiativ essuch as requests that Muslims 
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be recognized by the state as a minority. In short, these converts are normally 
closely in touch with the Islam of immigrants. 

In my research,’ however, this way is much more—if not exclusively 
male trajectory. This is probably due to general problems of acceptance of 
women as part of the leadership of mosques and associations—particularly, 
but not only, where first generations of migrants are concerned. 

Conversion, as entry into another culture and another religion, presupposes 
strong moments that symbolically sanction the conversion itself and reinforce 
its significance as a radical change and clean break with the past. It is a proces 
that in the definition of conversion proposed by William James (1902)—con 
taining a few literary archaisms and yet widespread in the self-perception of 
converts, for whom it is always a “novelty”"—is characterized as passing “from 
the darkest night to the most brilliant light of things.” This “stepping over the 
threshold” symbolizes and means “joining a new world” (van Gennep 1909). 

The first and principal rite is obviously the shahada, the public declaration 
of faith. But others take on a significance, from the point of view of social rec 
ognition, that is almost equally important. One of these we could summarize 


with the Latin motto Nomen omen—the name “determines” the man (and the 
woman). Let us see what this means for converted men and women. 

The choice of name, in the case of Islam contextual to the shahada, is per 

haps the most important and symbolically characteristic, because it also 
changes the identity of the person in some way—is a typical “bridge-buming 
event” (Hine 1970). Not by chance, it is often connected not only to entry into 
a religion, but also to the taking up of a commitment and a greater responsi 
bility inside that religion, as is the case, for instance, with Christian monks, 
and on up the chain to the pope. And again, nomina sunt numina, naming 
things means bringing them into existence, giving them meaning.‘ Within 
relationships with Muslims, this process takes place especially where it is de 
cided to highlight this choice by making it public. It could also have a public 
sanction in some official way even at the bureaucratic level, as with requests 
by individual converts and Islamic organizations of various European coun 
tries to be able to change names even on ID documents. That would make 
the Islamic religious affiliation visible also on the level of personal details 
in registry offices, and incidentally the change would also be a guarantee of 
nonreturn, almost an insurance policy for the community that neo-Muslims 
will not change their minds, or will anyway have more difficulty in doing so 
In the end, it is a sign of weakness, more than a sign of power. 
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Changing names is not actually sunna, an obligation. In Islamic tradition 
the story of the delegation sent by Muhammad to the Coptic governor of 
Egypt to convert him to Islam is well known. The governor declined the of 
fer, but sent numerous gifts to Muhammad, among which were two Coptic 
slaves, Mariya and Sirin. They both converted to Islam, the first becoming 
the Prophet’s concubine, but kept their original names. Besides, in Islamized 
countries what prevails is the traditional custom: if Arab Muslims obvi 
ously have Arab names, that is, also Quranic, as the revealed Quran is in 
that language, elsewhere there is normally a coexistence of Islamic (Arabi 
cized) traditions and pre-Islamic ones in the local language. Whereas in the 
West, and especially with converts, the stakes of the choice of name seem to 
have become symbolically higher: an element of distinction assumed and to 
a certain extent displayed, a distinction at times seemingly more “against” 
something (surrounding society, Christian tradition, etc.) than simply “for” 
something. 

Men and women converts are careful, more than, for instance, Arabs or 
other born Muslims, to take Islamic names, not only traditional Arab names. 
In this case it really is a case of nomina sunt numina. This is why the most 
common names start with the prefix ‘Abd (servant) followed by one of the 
ninety-nine names for Allah; or the name of one of the prophets named in 
the Qur’an, or of historical figures particularly famous from the Islamic point 
Of view, such as the first four caliphs called the rashidun, the well guided; or 
naturally the seal of prophecy itself, Muhammad. For female converts, Aisha, 
the favorite wife of the Prophet, or Khadija, his first wife, or Fatima, his favor- 
ite daughter, are popular names. 

The “naturalness” of the choice of an Islamic name is so obvious that as- 
Piring converts are not even informed that it is optional, not an obligation, 
some only becoming aware of this for the first time after our interview ques- 
tions. Some have repented their choice and tend to make less use of the Is 
lamic name or to abandon it. Others have put up with it, as almost a kind 
of compulsory toll, being sacrificed on the altar of good socialization with 
Original Muslims. Finally others, and they are in a certain way the newest 
cases, belonging to more recent conversions, have had the social courage to 
Teject this path and keep their original names. With regard to the naming of 
children, some converts have chosen the practice ofa double name, which al: 
lows a double appropriation. Besides changing names, changing appearance 


isa central and controversial identity issue. 


— > 
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The Point of View of the Host Society: Hijab as a Public Manifestation of 
Individual Rights? 


The hijab is an important symbolic issue for a non-Muslim society. D 


ences in how the hijabis perceived by society at large, the media, the reli 
milieu, etc., mark differences in its symbolic acceptance by these gro 


lated also to the acceptance of Islam itself. Many studies have already a 


lyzed this aspect of the question, so I will here just recall some “highlights’ 
from debates in various European countries (see Maréchal et al. 2003) 


t is a common statement—often made by Muslim women and won 


converts—that just the appearance of the hijab in the public space can “pr 
duce” reactions like insults, protests, or simply insistent curiosity. But it can 


also produce forms of intra-Muslim tension, which are not usually noted 
the arena of social representation by the media and other professional ob 
servers. Actually, many issues related to women’s condition must be included 


among these intra-Muslim tensions: between ethnic groups, between dif 
ent nationalities, and more commonly, between urban- and rural-background 
populations, between persons of contrasting levels of education, with differ 


ent opinions and attitudes of mind (more liberal or traditional, more or! 
militant), but also between men and women, and between immigrants and 
converts. 

We might say that the debate over the hijab, as a state affair, is essentially 
a French problem. Yet it has taken on more universal connotations through 


specific controversies, which have been solved in different ways, depend 


ing on the country and the particular moment. Everyone who has had 
opportunity to hold courses, seminars, or lectures on Islam knows just how 
sensitive the question of the hijab is: it is almost a touchstone for reflection 


on the presence of Islam in the public space. But everyone who has had expe 


rience of fieldwork among Muslims—in particular, converts, and, especi 
women—knows well how significant this issue is to them as well 


As regards the host societies, this is surprising if examined as a principle 


because the question of freedom of dress should not even be raised in the 
West, except possibly within the limits of respect for decency and its le 


consequences. 

In a certain sense, the question of the hijab is a nonissue, or an issue with 
out real content. Most probably, what is real in this debate is not its object at 
all. The most well-known debate in Europe—which has been the paradigm of 


many others—sprang from the decision not to let three pupils wear the hijab 
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in a lycée in Greil, following the introduction of a new school rule, in the 
autumn of 1989, at the beginning of the new school year. This was al 


year when France was celebrating the bicentenary of the French Revolution 


and its principles, which probably had something to do wit 
around the issue. This led to a major debate all over France an 
It went through three main phases. The first was in 1989 and 1990, with the 


events of Creil; then again in 1994~—1995, when, following long discus 
sion, Minister Bayrou’s statement of September 1994 condemned “ostenta 


tious signs” of religious affiliation, while, however, accepting 


In between we can record a long process of official and unofficial positions, 
Tanging up to the highest authorities of the state, administrative decisions 
at all levels up to the Council of State, consultations, debates in the media, 


political controversy, and electoral contests. But the case was 


more recently, in 2003, when Minister Sarkozy confirmed, in a statement at 


a congress of the Islamic organization Union des Organisations Is] ques 
de France (UOIF) (an official presence that was in itself unprecedented), that 
wearing the hijab would continue to be officially banned. The case continued 
through October, this time at a lycée at Aubervilliers, where the same story 


was repeated. Ironically enough, in this case of expulsion of two 


neo-Muslimas recently converted, daughters of a Jewish nonbelievin 


and a Catholic-raised nonbelieving Kabilian mother—immigratior 
involved. The case ended up, as is well known, with the proposal, made bya 


Commission des Sages led by Bernard Stasi, for a legal ban on the hijab and 


other “ostentatious” religious symbols. The proposal for a ban law was sup 
ported by President Jacques Chirac, and its final chapter was the approval, by 


a large majority of the French Parliament, of a controve n this mat 
ter in March 2004, applicable by the beginning of the school period (rentrée 


scolaire) of the same year. 


The discussion also had the militant aspects of an ideological battle, mak 
ing some observers speak of secular funda (républicain, in French 
terms). Most of the magistrates involved in past decisions, before the ba 


Was approved, ruled that the girls and the 
some places, contorted and at times surprising compromises were sought, re 
ll estion 


quested by some headmasters as gestures of good uch as the sug 


to tie the hijab at the back instead of the front, se ly made by a headmas 


ter in Colmar, while elsewhere the hijab was forbidden during lessons but 


allowed on the school premises (StraSburger 2000). At still anot 


school, 


ce of male 


the solution found was to authorize 


QS 
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teachers. Quite a paradoxical and sometimes surrealistic discussion! Further: 
more, it is interesting to note that whilst French Jaicité declared war on the 
hijab, French Catholics accepted some of the girls who had been excluded 
from state education into their schools, so that, in an interesting reversal 
of positions, religious figures of different faiths accused Jaicité, in its French 
form, of sectarianism. 

There have been similar cases, but not with the same “nervous” exacerba 
tion, in many other European countries: the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, 
etc. (even though, following the French example, things seem to be undergo: 
ing change). And in some countries, such as Great Britain, this is not a real 
issue. The fact that different countries react differently to the hijabis notatall 
insignificant, and in many ways revealing. What creates the problem is not 
necessarily the hijabin itself, but the way it is perceived. The role of context— 
a basic statement for every sociological assumption—is decisive. To give one 
example: the same argument French Minister of the Interior Sarkozy chose 
to justify the banning of the hijab for ID photographs (Catholic nuns are also 
forbidden to wear their veils) works the other way round in other contexts 
In Italy the fact that Catholic nuns are allowed to cover their hair in ID pho 
tographs has been used to allow Muslim women to do likewise. In both cases, 
the basic reference was the same: the principle of equality before the law, and 
of equal treatment of citizens. The difference was in the content of the law. 

It should be noted that the hijab can in some cases become an element of in 
tegration of the presence of Islam into the public space. It happened in the case 
of Nabila Benaissa, the sister of Loubna, a little girl murdered by a pedophile in 
Belgium. The popular mobilization around the case and the protests against the 
shortcomings and covering-up in conducting the investigations were enormous, 
leading to the immense “Marche Blanche” in Brussels in 1997. The figure of the 
young Nabila, displaying her Muslim identity with simplicity and discretion 
(she always appeared wearing the hijab), and showing her perfect social integra 
tion (speaking French perfectly and reasoning calmly), made a strong contribu 
tion toward creating a less offensive and threatening, “polite” so to speak, percep 
tion of Islam. The drama helped to trigger a process that on that occasion I was 
tempted to call “assimilation through grief” (in Dassetto 1996). 

On the other hand, the debate over the hijab, and the hijab itself, often cata 
lyze what could be called “reactive identities” on both sides. On the side of 
the host society, the reaction to the hijab allows hidden or “sleeping” identi 
ties to emerge, as is the case when, faced by “them” (the hijabi women and the 
appearance of the hijab in the public space), an “us” starts to be evoked by the 
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different entities (we women, we Westemers, we Christian civilization, we the 
secular state, etc.). On the Muslim side, the reactive identity can be seen when 
the hijab becomes a symbolic banner raised in order to counter society and its 
symbols, especially in certain militant milieus. It can be especially observed 
among women unaccustomed to wearing the hijab in their country of origin 
deciding to wear it in the host country—but also among converted women. 


The Point of View of Converts: Narratives and Rationalizations of the Hijab 


A second approach to the question seems to have been less studied and an 
alyzed. Fewer studies have, in fact, been conducted on the weight of social 
practices concerning the hijab and their meaning inside Muslim communi 
ties. For instance: how are converted women seen, and how differently, if they 
do or do not wear the hijab, especially in mosques and in associated milieus? 
What is the meaning of this practice, for the women involved, in terms of 
acceptance of the mainstream local Islamic culture? Is the hijab necessary for 
women to be accepted by the (mainly male) Muslim social actors? And whatis 
its role in terms of self-positioning toward non-Muslim society? 

If we specifically examine the variations in narratives and rationalizations 
of the hijab, and more generally the halal/haram frontier, with special refer 
ence to women, offered by male and female converts, we are tempted to look 
for certain specific features. Both male and female converts have in common 
the fact of not being related to any “traditional” or “ethnic” interpretation of 
Islam, a situation that is specific to immigrants. But their arguments often 
are related to “traditional” or “ethnic” interpretations of Islam. They neces 
sarily have to be rooted, in order to become accepted arguments, in Islamic 
traditions, and more specifically, those of the community to which they refer 
(often a local and in some way ethnically characterized Muslim community, 
such as a mosque or the zawiya of a Sufi tariqa) 

Nevertheless, the fact of being men or women often puts converts ina dif 
ferent position, and it is interesting to understand how and why, and what 
the gender consequences are. I will attempt to do this by comparing rational 
izations about the hijab and other gender issues proposed by some converted 
men and women. 

The question of the hijab is part of a more general issue: the haranvhalal 
frontier. Haram and halal, the pure and impure, the licit and illicit: these are 
the categories on which the thinking, juridical more than theological, of 
Islam rests. That is, the criteria marking this frontier are the separation of 
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good and evil, and the recognition and separation of Muslims withr 
the rest of the world. As noted by Weber, the personality of Muhammad 


is free from any kind of “tragic” sentiment of sin—a character that has remai 


in orthodox Islam. “Sin” appears there as a ritual impurity, or as religious sacrile 
(such as polytheism), or disobedience to the positive commandments of the Prop 
class unworthiness for violation of customs and proprieties. (1922) 


This is an attitude considered typical of Islam, and similar to Orthodox Ju 
daism (taken up in the distinction between sacred and profane proposed by 
Durkheim). But, as Durkheim (1912) himself implies, it is present inside al 
most all religious traditions, to a greater or lesser degree, in that there are 
immediately comprehensible and hence well-known criteria of recognition 
of the goodness of one’s conduct and the laws one can and must follow. Laws 
that, however unfounded or irrational, offer an easy and immediate guide 
orthopraxy knows immediately where to seek inspiration and who if anyone 
to seek advice from. In case of doubt there is always the ultimate instance of 
conscience; but first, and it is a particularly important fact for Islam, there 
are the ulama, the imam, those who know a little more, books, and, second-te 


last, the jurists, some of whom (if we think of Yusuf al-Qardhawi or, for th 
younger generations, Tariq Ramadan) are real pop stars 


A Muslim, even an immigrant, can immediately comprehend and 


) 


psolutely identify with the logic and practice just mentioned. But a con 
vert? Is the practice accepted or rejected, or possibly mediated and accepted 


with reservation? And if it is accepted, is it a cultural acceptance or, at most, a 


response to a psychological need, a lightening of the anxiety of individu 


sponsibility? And how much does the acceptance of a convert “cost”? Becaust 


there is a price to pay, as Primo Levi (1986) noted: “Changing a moral code is 


3) 


ways costly: all heretics, apostates and dissidents know that.” The behavior 
declared (but also that which is observable) definitely goes in the direction 


of acceptance of revealed law as religious obligation, but in a certain sense 


with reserve, with mediations and nuances that, at least in part, lead back t 


the internal forum again, to the conscience. The law is not to be discussed 
must be accepted; better still, we must become one with it. In its application, 
however, its severity can be modulated, usually more severe in the initial 
phase of conversion, and more tempered in the more mature stages. 

For men the problem is less explicit and above all has much less to d¢ 
with religion in the strict sense. As underlined by one of our interlocutors, 
responsible for an important Islamic center, whose beard is admittedly quite 
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short, “It is not written anywhere that I have to dress like the Prophet and 
wear my beard long like him. If! do, it will be to my merit, but if] don't, it will 
not be a demerit.” There are no real religious obligations, except possibly the 
recommendation on the part of some hadith not to wear gold, silk, and pre 
cious garments, as part of that sobriety and measure that is typical of Islam 
Apart from that, there is only the possible literalism, at times even fanatical, 
of some contemporary “exegete.” 

However, the question of the Islamic veil is more problematic.’ The hi 
jab is, in fact, a symbolic banner of a certain importance: both for Muslims, 
among Muslims so to speak, in establishing the boundaries between Muslims 
and non-Muslims, and the host society as such. Muslim men and women face 
this problem in various ways. In synthesis, the difference is between a literal 
ist attitude, an acceptance of Arab tradition (in other Islamic lands the veil is 
rare or unknown, or only a militant symbol), and a “modernist,” interpreta 
tive attitude, with a symbolizing tendency. 

It is particularly difficult in the case of the hijab to speak of a prevailing atti 
tude. For some, wearing it is asymbolic act, which is followed more or less will 
ingly, but anyway without problems, in the case of prayer in the mosque and 
other possible encounters of an Islamic character. For others, refusal, asserted 
discreetly and never too strongly, prevails. In any case the veil is considered 
maktub, that is, “it is written,” meaning sanctioned by the Qur'an, even if the 
Scriptural references are questionable, and so it is better not to talk about it 
Refusal also marks the difference between acceptance of the original customs 
and a mote spiritualizing and “Western” interpretation, if not pure and simple 
apathy. For others, again, it is a banner of an identity. And, in the case of men, 
perhaps a conditio sine qua non for matrimony, for the search for a wife: in the 

Marriage columns that can be found in European Islamic magazines and on 
the Internet, there is an extremely high percentage of men, immigrants but 
also often converts, who specify that they want a hijabi wife, veiled 

Asit is not a question of personal experience (a man can have his opinions, 
but it is not he that wears the hijab), the male arguments probably reflect a 

greater degree of abstraction and intellectualization, both in the case of ac 
ceptance (or obligation) and that of refusal (or of a silent freedom of choice). 
This is how one of our interlocutors, Abdul Hadi, justifies his position, quite 


common also among women: 


pirit and the letter of some: 


etween t 


Wefind ourselves faced by the conflict the 


thing. If the veil as a precept is to have a funct aze of men; but, 


ion, it is not to attract the ¢ 


i 
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in an environment like the West, a woman, especially if she is a Western wo 
has decided to wear a veil, ends up by becoming the center of attention, especiall 


lives in an environment in which there is not a minority presence of a Muslim religious 
community for which, let us say, this behavior has become habitual. This woman wals 
along the road and becomes the center of attention. So in this case a desire to stick to th 
letter produces an effect that is exactly the opposite of the spirit of the norm. For some 
converts who have decided to wear a veil a certain dose of exhibitionism plays a very 
important role. The aim of converting to Islam is not to make women pass from nonvel 
to veil: it is to teach women and men a certain morality and a certain kind of behaviorin 


relations with other human beings. The fact that originally, in the environment inw 
Islam was born, this precept ended up in the veil does not change the fact that it is neces 
sary to proceed and maintain this attitude even in the face of changed conditions. This 
the risk that there is in all readings of the sacred text that stop at the letter. 


Female arguments appear more interior and more centered on experience 
both if they go in the direction of acceptance and if they are oriented toward 
refusal of the veil. It is interesting to listen to some of the voices of the con 
verted, because their arguments on wearing the hijab or not do not belong 
to their ethnocultural legacy and are perhaps more authentically religious 
Aisha, a militant convert, summarizes all the reasons for wearing the veil 
displaying identity, protection, self-control, formalization of belonging, con: 
demning deviant behavior, even practicality in an Islamic key: 


Then one day I decided that I had to wear the veil. It’s not so much the veil in itself 
I think they notice you more if you have a veil. However, apart from the fact that itis 
written in the Qur'an, I think the veil protects you, because that way everyone knows 
that you are a Muslim—apart from those that think that I am a gypsy. So everyont 
knows my religion, which means they treat me accordingly, or at least they s 


However, at least inside the community, they treat me like that and then, it sort of 
helps me to feel inside me. For example, now that I go around in a veil I know that! 
have to behave accordingly, because am like a walking symbol. 

And then it’s true that there are people who are rude to us in the street. I find that 
distressing, I don’t like it, really. At times I’m upset; sometimes in the course of the day 
so many things happen that I feel like crying even in the street and say, “I can't take 
any more, why can’t they leave us alone?”... But it’s as if there is protection all the 
same. I was reading the history of the Jews and the kippah: the reason they wear itis 
to keep Heaven separated from Earth... that is, to remember that they are subjected; 
and as in Islam aslama means “to subject,” it’s the same thing. It’s like a sacraliza 
tion of the whole person. 


— > 
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The “identity banner” dimension is here taken in its strongest terms, to the 
point that Aisha has become a public figure after an interview in Corviere 
della sera, the most important Italian newspaper, and following on this has 
been invited for interviews by various women’s magazines and for some tele- 
vision appearances for having insisted on having her photo in a hijab on her 
identity card and passport. She is the reason for the ministerial circular that 
allows it to be worm, as with the nuns’ garb. Today Aisha, even more militant 
and radical after entering a polygamous marriage (not officially, of course) 
with a combative Senegalese imam, and after creating a newspaper with the 
programmatic title of al-Mujahidah (The Woman Combatant), gives interviews 
dressed only in an Afghan burqa, and from under it expresses support for the 
Taliban and Saudi Arabia (the only real Islamic regimes in the world, in her 
opinion), Bin Laden, and the Palestinian shahid. 

The need to show and identify with one’s community of reference is often 
present. Exemplary in this sense is the attitude of Nura, another convert, who 
was confronted with the misunderstandings that the veil can create. To start 
with, there was the time that the veil was the reason for her being dragged 
into the Questura, the Italian police station: 


Yes, and... I really enjoyed myself, al-hamdulillah, because they were carrying out 
a swoop and they got me, and they were nasty. They asked: “Have you got a permit 
of sojourn?” I looked at the policeman and said: “No,” but actually they didn't even 
give me time to speak; they grabbed me and took me to the police car. I had never been 
ina police car before—they drive like crazy, I was a bit scared, these rough people . 
and so I found myself at the police station. They took me up, dragging me by the 
jumper, and took me upstairs. At a certain point a policeman sent me to another per: 
son, who does the registering of names. So I gave my name, date of birth, and every. 
thing. And so we went to the Commissar, he was given this sheet of paper: so there we 
Were standing in front of him and the Commissar said: “Who is this lady M.F, bon 
in... 2” 1 looked at him and said “Me.” “Who? You? But... you're... Italian!” And 
the Commissar said: “But why didn’t you say so before?” I said: “Look, you asked me 
for my permit of sojourn. It’s obvious that I haven't got one. But if you had asked me 
for ID, I would have said OK, here it is! You can’t treat people like this!” 


This was not an isolated episode for Nura: 


At times on the bus it really came to violence because of my refusal to admit to being 
Ttalian. Because they took me for a Moroccan. One person said to me, “Move over, Mo 
Yoccan!” and gave me a punch, literally. I said to him: “Who do you think you are, you 
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like that even if there’s plenty of room?” So one of them gave me another pur 


said: “But you’re not... Moroccan.” And I said: “Yes, yes, I am.” In that moment 


insisted that I was Moroccan; never would I have admitted for 


world that I was Italian. 


For Shahida, on the other hand, the veil is inscribed in a sort of fa 


continuity: 


T always used to wear one, ever since I was small. We went to church and wore ave 


always out, around, there was the threshing with us all around. Incredibly h 
so we wore a scarf over our heads, and so we had it on all the time... 
Q: It was like going back to your childhood? 


A: Yes, it was a return, practically, yes. A headscarf has never been a problem form 


and anyway I don't like luxury, nor showing off, so I don’t want to 


make people look at me. 


If for Shahida it is a return to the past, for other women it is som 


new and problematic. Fatima, whose parents separated, lives with an eld 


and with a certain apprehension. Fatima, much better than anyone els 
stressed how much the problem is not so much the conversion of the hear 
(the “circumcision of hearts” of which Saint Paul speaks) as the complex, i" 


trusive, and above all overvisible “contour” that accompanies it (the “circum 


cision of the body,” to remain inside the Pauline metaphor): 


had happened. The family, it’s not that they have anything against Islam, it’s the 


that is, the outward show, the fact that everyone knows that Iam a Muslim 
Other converts, however, take a position of doubt, of individual re 
condemnation. 

Zeynab has interiorized its meaning: 


I’ve changed in these things, in this way of thinking: that’s why I’m not interested i 


them anymore. Even if I admire those sisters who are trying to affirm their 


bully, who do you think you are? Do you really think you can shove people around 


I lived in the country, down in Potenza [in southern Italy], and in the summer perioi 


it was boiling hot, and then there was the cutting of the corn, the harvest, we wer 


granny, who followed her granddaughter’s gradual approach to Islam closel) 


When I put on the veil I was practically thrown out of the house. Just as well, it was 
August, so I took it as an opportunity to go on holiday. Jokes apart, I stayed wit 
friends for a while. You know, I live with my grandmother, and my grandmother 


naturally with her mentality—mind you, I’m not blaming her—was upset by whal 


fusal. This position hardly ever extends into a general refusal, even less 2 
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wanting a photo in a hijab on their identity cards, I understand: you have to be abl 
to choose... 
Q: Do you understand it and admire it or do you unde 


stand I 


and that 


A: No, I say that you have to be able to choose, you have to be able to have the right to 
pray in the workplace, if you want your photo in the hijab you must have the right 
to have it. 

Q: But you don’t feel the need forit... 

A: No, I don’t feel the need. I can’t wear the hijab in my office, I 


I know I could never do it. Anyway I’m not interested in these outward signs; 1 


e€ never aske 


realized that the hijab is the symbol of a kind of behavior... .. In my opinion that’s all 


it is: like lots of other things, like the rules for starting to walk with your right 


using your right hand, according to me they are just symbols 


Maryam thinks the same, with some timidity in front of those who wear the 
veil, and so looks for more social reasons: 


Each one of us must be ourselves, even in Islam, and live our lives a bit... inourown 
Way. Even if there are rules, and I know perfectly well that there are. Me, for example, 
I don’t wear a veil outside the mosque, and Muslim brothers often make observations 
di 


ves you 


on this. But seeing that in Islam the finest thing we can discover is exactly th 


rect relation with God, without intermediaries, so there is no priest who absol 


ah before me. Allah 


and... So, I know perfectly well that there are just me and A 
knows the reasons why I don’t wear the veil because. . . I also think that some things 
Were introduced during the period in which the Qur'an came down to us 

Q: So it is really your choice, this; I mean, it’s not a transition stag 

A: No, I don’t know if I’ll ever wear it. I’ve got no preconceptions against the veil, 
because I know anyhow that it’s a beautiful thing, because when you put it on for 


prayer that’s when you have the real value of the veil, in that moment. But for the 


ing in a Muslim country, where 


rest of my life, no, because I live in Italy, I’m not 
everything would help me to live my Muslim being 


More widespread among Muslim women by birth is a defensive position cor 


leo, who, 


Tesponding to that of Cardinal Bellarmino in Bertolt Brecht’s G 
, that is at the 


faced by the hypothesis that it is the sun, andn 
center of the solar system, is worried by the fact that if we start by putting 
one little thing in doubt the whole edifice will then collapse. In sociological 
han one occasion, when 
helping to 
uphold one’s religious faith. Plausibility structures are important 
1 nce, as society does not “confirm" for 


language it is the position stated by Berger on 


he theorizes the fundamental role of “plausibility uctures 


aS religious pluralism increases 


—_—_— _ __ 


136 DISCOURSES AND NARRA 


us the evidence of our faith and our belonging, especially if we belong toa 
minority. They are even more important if we have been converted to an 
other religion, which explains the tendency of many new converts to 
people belonging to the new religion that they have embraced. 
Berger maintains that for a religious faith to be upheld in a person's c 
science, it must form part of the plausibility structure that is peculiar to that ver 
faith, which means, above all, that in the social environment of that person 
must be a community continuously professing this faith. “It will be rewardin 


those who have the greatest emotional importance for the person we are speak 


ing about (that is, those called by George Herbert Mead the “significant ott 
belong to the community that professes this faith. It will not count very muchif 
the person's dentist is not Catholic [in the present case, Muslim], but everything 


will certainly be better if his wife and most intimate friends are” (Berger 1969) 
en of 


Yet the position taken by many women converts, as well as wo 
Muslim origin, not to wear the hijab is also important. Of these, however, less 
this 


is said for the precise reason that they are not noticed. Some reached th 
decision after having thought about it, even if perhaps fleetingly; others dié 


not even consider it a problem. 

The question of the hijab, in any case, can be considered only as a cast 
study of a more general problem, which should be related to other issues 
concerning the halal/haram frontier, particularly relating to the behavioral 
lowed between men and women. We will see how converts deal with this 


Women and the Halal/Haram Frontier: A Further Comparison 


The pure/impure dichotomy touches upon many aspects of relations be 
tween the sexes. A frequent problem, and one that is widespread throughou! 
society, as it is a question of a sign actually preceding or at least accompan) 
ing knowledge of someone, is shaking hands. The problem is that whereasé 
Muslim man knows perfectly well that it is not done, a non-Muslim usually 
knows nothing of these practices, and so his ignorance can be a source 0! 


misunderstandings. Latifa, a Shi'ite convert, says: 


If I am talking with a person and this person wants to shake my hand, I can't sa) 


that I can't give him my hand because Muslims cannot touch. Because it will 
that that is all Islam is interested in. Whereas it’s nice if a fellow Muslim doesn't off 
his hand, because he knows what the situation is. It’s a different respect that exists b¢ 
tween us, because we are brothers in Islam. Ifa Christian gives me his hand, | kno’ 
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that his intentions are honorable; if I leave him there with his hand outstretched h 
will be left with a bad impression of me, too hard. 


In this case, too, a more pragmatic attitude can resolve the cultural 


problem 
of incomprehension that may arise. Latifa develops her theory further 


ions have never been 


bit 


The fact of not being able to shake hands and other little proh 
a problem. But I’m quite old and maybe a young girl would fin 
lems. In my work [as an interior designer], when I sometimes meet a pers¢ 
first time and he wants to shake hands I shake hands the first time because otherwise 


them b 


I might give a bad impression. Then I explain that there is this nule that it's b 


*s and I 
tives, and I 


for men and women not to have direct contact unless they are close re 
apologize if the following time we don't shake hands. Everyone has understood thi 
and they have never created any problems. Probably if on first meeting I refused to 


this way no. What’s more, in my job it often happens that a customer send 
acquaintance and I’ve noticed that they’ve already been informed, th 
with one another. So often I have no need to shake hands because they have already 
been told about these rules. Anyway, go percent are women customers, not men. He 
[sheis referring to her husband, who is present at the interview and converted to Shia 
Islam many years before her] is more drastic than me and often appears with some 
thing in his hand so as not to have to shake hands with a woman, or he immediatel 


tries to broach the subject. 


On the other hand, there are many male converts who prefer not to shake 


hands with a person of the female sex, sometimes with awkward affectations 
In 


Of naturalness, and sometimes with a deliberately provocative attitud 
this way they may damage their relations with non-Muslim women, wh 
May consider this a lack of respect toward them. This exaggerated form of a 
Kind of behavior, which immigrant Muslims practice relatively infrequent! 
isa demonstration of refusal on the part of the person in question to ac 
any physical contact with a person of the opposite sex outside the marriag 
bond. 

A case similar to shaking hands—and a fortiori kissing the 
§teetings—is connected with respect for other eminent c 
Callof the Arab world, such as those that regulate relations between 
Within the private sphere, the home. It is especially related to norms that for 
bid a man and woman not of the same blood to be alone in the same room 
When, for example, I went to interview Samira, divorced from her f¢ 


he sexes 


— 
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us the evidence of our faith and our belonging, especially if we bela 
minority. They are even more important if we have been converted iva 
other religion, which explains the tendency of many new converts tom 
people belonging to the new religion that they have embraced. 
Berger maintains that for a religious faith to be upheld in a personsr 
science, it must form part of the plausibility structure that is peculiar to thatie, 
faith, which means, above all, that in the social environment of that per 
must be a community continuously professing this faith. “It will be rewarding! 
those who have the greatest emotional importance for the person we are sped 
ing about (that is, those called by George Herbert Mead the “significant 
belong to the community that professes this faith. It will not count very 
the person's dentist is not Catholic [in the present case, Muslim], but everyt 
will certainly be better if his wife and most intimate friends are” (Berger 1964) 

Yet the position taken by many women converts, as well as women 
Muslim origin, not to wear the hijab is also important. Of these, however is 
is said for the precise reason that they are not noticed. Some reached ths 
decision after having thought about it, even if perhaps fleetingly; others 
not even consider it a problem. 

The question of the hijab, in any case, can be considered only as ac 
study of a more general problem, which should be related to other 
concerning the halal/haram frontier, particularly relating to the behavior’ 
lowed between men and women. We will see how converts deal with this 


Women and the Halal/Haram Frontier: A Further Comparison 


The pure/impure dichotomy touches upon many aspects of relations 
tween the sexes. A frequent problem, and one that is widespread through0t! 
society, as it is a question of a sign actually preceding or at least accompan) 
ing knowledge of someone, is shaking hands. The problem is that whereasé 
Muslim man knows perfectly well that it is not done, a non-Muslim usuallj 
knows nothing of these practices, and so his ignorance can be a source 0! 
misunderstandings. Latifa, a Shi'ite convert, says: 


If I. am talking with a person and this person wants to shake my hand, I can't st) 
that I can’t give him my hand because Muslims cannot touch. Because it will seem 
that that is all Islam is interested in. Whereas it’s nice if.a fellow Muslim doesn't oft 
his hand, because he knows what the situation is. It’s a different respect that exists bt 
tween us, because we are brothers in Islam. Ifa Christian gives me his hand, I know 
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that his intentions are honorable; if I leave him there with his hand outstretched he 
will be left with a bad impression of me, too hard. 


In this case, too, a more pragmatic attitude can resolve the cultural problems 
of incomprehension that may arise. Latifa develops her theory further: 


The fact of not being able to shake hands and other little prohibitions have never 
a problem. But I’m quite old and maybe a young girl would find them bigger 
lems. In my work [as an interior designer}, when I sometimes meet a person for the 
first time and he wants to shake hands I shake hands the first time because otherwise 
I might give a bad impression. Then I explain that there is this rule that it's better 
for men and women not to have direct contact unless they are close relatives, and I 
apologize if the following time we don’t shake hands. Everyone has understood this 
and they have never created any problems. Probably if on first meeting I refused to 
shake hands I might be considered stuck up, or anyway I wouldn't be understood, but 
this way no. What’s more, in my job it often happens that a customer sends me to an 
acquaintance and I’ve noticed that they've already been informed, they get in touch 
with one another. So often I have no need to shake hands because they have already 
been told about these rules. Anyway, 9o percent are women customers, not men. He 
[she is referring to her husband, who is present at the interview and converted to Shi'a 
Islam many years before her] is more drastic than me and often appears with some 
thing in his hand so as not to have to shake hands with a woman, or he immediately 


tries to broach the subject. 


On the other hand, there are many male converts who prefer not to shake 
hands with a person of the female sex, sometimes with awkward affectations 
of naturalness, and sometimes with a deliberately provocative attitude. In 
this way they may damage their relations with non-Muslim women, who 
may consider this a lack of respect toward them. This exaggerated form of a 
kind of behavior, which immigrant Muslims practice relatively infrequently, 
is a demonstration of refusal on the part of the person in question to accept 
any physical contact with a person of the opposite sex outside the marriage 
bond. 

A case similar to shaking hands—and a fortiori kissing the cheek du 
greetings—is connected with respect for other eminent cultural norms typi 
cal of the Arab world, such as those that regulate relations between the sexes 
within the private sphere, the home. It is especially related to norms that for 
bid a man and woman not of the same blood to be alone in the 
When, for example, I went to interview Samira, divorced from 


a 
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Egyptian husband, at her house, even though she knew there would ben 
Islamic witnesses, out of respect for those rules she was waiting for mewit 
a Christian female friend, who had come especially for the purpose, and wiu 


at the beginning of the interview retired to the neighboring room: 


Q: You have chosen a rigorous attitude in practicing Islam. Even this fact that ! wo 
coming here and as I was a man you invited a female friend of yours to be presenti 
something that no Western women would have felt the need to do... 

A: There are rules and I like to follow them. When I decide to do something | 
do it properly. I have thought carefully about it, because it wasn't just a que 
deciding overnight. I thought hard, and when I was sure of myself, I was atp 
with myself, I was serene, I took this step. And having taken this step I now want 
respect what there is to have respect for. 


ket 


The Hijab and Identity: The Price to Pay (Full Identity for Half the Cost’) 


Wearing the hijab has a price. To what extent are women willing to pay ths 
price? And what are the consequences in their lives? Let us give a clearer 
ample of a price that is not just psychological or symbolic: how to deal wit 
the question of looking for a job. 

We'll start with a positive example. The decision to wear the hijab doesn0! 
always have a high socioeconomic price. The above-mentioned case of 


interior designer before and after her conversion, is in this sense interesting 


I have never had any sort of problem at work. I am an interior designer and my wo" 
takes me to the homes of people of various social levels, from low to high class, but tk} 
have never said anything to me.... If anything, I can say that I noticed an increas 
confidence in me after I became a Muslim. It has been a great experience. The girls! 
around with who are younger than me and so give more importance to clothes, I say ® 
them that if they wear it proudly, but without being ostentatious, normally, calmly 0%) 
will see that people will respect them. I’ve had no problem in getting on with others Te 
only problem I had to deal with was in the beginning, inside myself. I was nervous abl 
being rebuffed, in fact I stopped wanting to go to my customers, because I didn't know how 
they would react. This fear lasted for two months, and I didn’t put my headscarfon wht" 


T was at work, but only on other occasions. At a certain point I asked myself what son) 


Muslim was I anyway, and so I decided to wear it, and no one said anything. 


Not all experiences are so positive, however. On the contrary. It is nots 


much the risk of losing one’s job, even if some women decide out of fearn0! 
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to even try wearing a hijab. The risk is greater for those who do not yet have 
a job and know that their range of possibilities will be reduced drastically. 
Aisha (the radical militant mentioned above), at the beginning of her conver- 
sion, when she still wore the hijab and not the burga (a choice that coincided 
with her leaving her job for a militant and womanly commitment full-time), 
was in telemarketing. The problems she had were not that much with the 
customers—they did not see her and she did not see them—but with her 
workmates. This is what she said in an interview at that time: 


They ask me the most absurd questions, whereas I just wanted to be left alone to 
work. As it is, I do a job there that drives you crazy. If between one call and another 
you have to explain what the tawheed is, it’s impossible. But you have to answer 
somehow, You’re torn between two things. On the one hand you would like to be left 
in peace—but perhaps that’s not my role, to be left in peace... And sol am forced to 
accept the confrontation with the others, it’s only natural. Because if I stay in my cor 
ner and say that I am living my own life and am not going to speak to anyone, well, 
what am I doing here? I’ve got to transmit this [the Islamic faith] and so it’s normal 
for you to talk to people. 


Finally, for others, the fact of wearing the hijab will lead them to inventing 
and setting up religious (or cultural) businesses connected to Islam (teaching 
Arabic, or teaching in Islamic schools, or Islamic publishing) or the veil itself, 
as in the case of those who have opened Islamic fashion boutiques or even 
begun designing Islamically correct clothes. The veil is an infinite source of 
discussion and polemics, even among Muslim women. Various sensibilities 
emerge: “ethnic” (Arab women often appear to converts as more in confor 
mity with tradition than sub-Saharan African women) or “cultural” (con 
verted women appear to be more extreme than nonconverted). Khalida gives 
a good description of this conception: 


Thave this idea that, as the only Muslim women that I see are Somali women, and 
they don’t wear a veil or they wear it in their own way, perhaps they have a way of 
Seeing things that is closer to my way than Arab women and other converted Italian 
women. 


The discussion between the converted women who accept or even uphold 
the hijab and those who on the contrary do not accept it or leave it in the 
background is not one of the easiest: the former pay a price that the 
Not consider worth paying. And given that the cost of this practice isnc 
itis difficult to agree to share a “full” identity with, or recognize the id 


SS 
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of, those who insist on paying a price that is undoubtedly much lower Au: 
versity teacher of the Arabic language, a convert, gives an example: 


Thad the opportunity of meeting a woman student who was strongly drawntokla, 
who had studied a lot, and who asked me to introduce her to some women of hes 
munity. She came away from the encounter absolutely terrified and she changile 
mind, just because of the rigidity and intolerance shown by these women. 


This seems understandable, however, and explains the harshness of the dz 
logue between these two kinds of converts: the “rigorists” and the “flexibls’ 
The first are paying an extremely high price for their choices of identity, a! 
they therefore do not wish to concede a similar “identity license” to thot 
women who have chosen to pay, so to speak, only half price. Half the prcei 
their eyes is not worth an entire identity. Hijabi women will often t 
the others are after all not rea! Muslims or not enough so, or at least le 
hijabi women. This is why these two kinds of converted women do no 
resemble two tracks running parallel and never meeting up. Often, rathe 


tracks, they are scissors whose blades start from a common point (the choit 


and moment of conversion) and gradually diverge and separate irremediatli 
The former will, in fact, often mix with other “rigorists” to confirm toeach 


the fullness of their identity and their exclusive legitimacy. And the latterwi 
no longer find a common terrain of confrontation and will drift off, often mot 
due to a feeling of exclusion than to any precise decision. After all, the latterd 
not deny the former any legitimacy—nor could they—and might even want! 
continue having relations with them. But it is the former that are less interest 
in these relations, which for them are destabilizing. And they use their great! 
“centrality” to progressively marginalize, even exclude, the others. An interes 
ing aspect is that often the support of male cultural power and cultural legit 


macy is used in this process, as well as male attitudes toward the hijab itst! 
(whether those expressed by classic theology or by the district imam). 
The arguments of those women who wear the hijab often showa 
ual drift toward a “feminist” position, defending the practice of wearing 
veil (see also Badran, Roald, and other articles in this volume), Layla, ane 


feminist, bears witness: 


And what have they [feminists] become? If we have an army of women all using 
same lipstick, perhaps that vivid mauve lipstick is in fashion that I used once, a™! 
everyone wears it, all the same miniskirts, and anyway they all follow the same i! 
tern, and then they have the nerve to ask me, “Why do you wear that?” I can'tstal® 
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it.... Because they are different, but from what? They are more conventional than me 
in the end, that’s what it is; and then what I can't stand anymore is all this competi- 
tion, this frenetic emphasis on how you look. 

Q: In fact in the past you have been involved in fights for abortion, for divorce, for 
freedom of choice, for... 

A: The first two years after my conversion I spent asking God for forgiveness. Every 
evening I asked God for forgiveness for these things, because I didn’t understand... 


She goes on: 


At the bottom of all this there is something very profound, which has something to do 
with the equality of women, real equality ... which is not in the fact that... I show 
myself like this or like that, but it really consists in the fact that all of us, at least on a 
physical level, are all equal before God. 


The harshness, from the Western point of view, of Islamic rules concerning 
women makes their conversion decidedly a more “heroic” and in any case 
a more costly affair (at least in its social consequences) than that of men. 
“For a woman it is not easy to change her garments, she needs courage. For a 
Man it is easier because if nobody points it out to you, you don't even realize, 
whereas we are immediately picked out,” one of my interviewees told me 
This high visibility does not stop women from converting in proportionally 
significant numbers, and not only for marriage.’ 

Some active Shiite groups like to use women as a sort of warhorse for 
their arguments against the image of Islamic oppression. One of the leaders 
of the Italian Shi'ite community says: 


More women than men enter the Shi'a. I don’t know why. Obviously the message is 
fascinating and attracts women, probably because we have a central figure, Fatima, 
whom we often talk about. I realize that it must be hard for women to become a Sun 
nite Muslim through marrying an Arab, with their mentality: it’s a shock. With us 
it’s different, women are much freer. 


His wife adds: 


Perhaps Shi'ite women are no better than Sunnite women, but women in the Shiite 
world are treated as the Qur'an says, and the Qur'an says that women must be 
treated very well.? Even if they are then happy to point out that there are more women 
converted to Islam among Shi'ites because Iranian women, contrary to Arab women, 
do not stay at home: once they have put on the veil, they go out, talkin public, get in 
volved in politics, etc.’° They are veiled, but for that very reason they can do anything; 


= a. 
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while in the Arab world women are locked up culturally, so it would be difficult ora 
Western woman to become Sunnite. 


The greater “cost” of conversion for women does not therefore seem to pre 
vent the conversions themselves. There is often talk of a prevalence of female 
conversions, at least in some countries (see van Nieuwkerk, this volumé) 
Yet, it is not certain that this corresponds with figures for other situations, or 
that such figures can be generalized to all situations. Nevertheless, this preva 
lence has certainly become an important element of the Islamic ideological 
construction on the subject. 


Shifting Significances: Some Reflections 


What is true for the convert is also true for the researcher: the meaning of 
symbols is shifting and slippery. My initial intention was to describe the dif 
ferences between the meanings that men and women converts give to the 
hijab and the different use they make of them. But my analysis and obser 
vations have led me to a quite different position. Before dealing with that, 
we need to advance a more general point. As a sociologist specialized in re 
ligions and cultural change, and not only or exclusively in Islam, | am mort 
and more convinced that we must de-Islamize (if I may use this expression) 
the study of Islam and Muslims, especially, but not only, in Europe. Too often, 
even in serious works and not only in journalistic vulgarizations, Islam is 
considered a special, if not unique, case, both theoretically and empirically 
Islam is different. Muslims are different. This is the usual starting point. 
this the case? 1am not at all sure. 

In the theoretical part of my book on converts I compare different theo 
ries of conversion, and empirical studies on conversions to different religions 
(1998; see also different contributions in Social Compass 1999, and in this vo! 
ume). There are obviously many differences, in both theories and empirical 
observations, but they are much less related to observable “intrinsic” differ 
ences among religions than to individual cultural, social, and psychological 
factors. In the push-and-pull (or supply-and-demand) process that conversion 
is, demands are often similar. This is why some types of conversion, such as 
the “relational type” that I have described, are very common and even col 
ventional in their trajectories in many religions: an ideal type in the prope! 
Weberian sense. What is more often different is the role of the religious “sup 
ply,” which may respond to different demands. In this sense Islam, as othe! 
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religions, is significant: but Islam does not only have one offer. Like other 
complex religious systems, it has many, depending on the context, the mo- 
ment, and what the individual is seeking. The “supply,” under the name of 
Islam itself, is wide and articulated. A person can convert to Christianity in 
search of mysticism or a “total institution” (such as monasteries or religious 
orders)."* The same can be said for Islam, which can offer, for instance, a sort 
of sacralization of political engagement in a spiritual community, or, on the 
contrary, a response to a highly individual spiritual and mystical thirst. Both 
these trajectories can frequently be observed among converts to Islam. 

If we consider gender issues related to religion, there are far fewer spe 
cific Islamic issues than public opinion, including most professional obsery- 
ers, thinks. In comparative studies, statements expressing the conventional 
wisdom on subjects such as “the condition of woman in Islam” lose much 
of their expected self-explanatory meaning. This fact is also true for conver 
sions. I have extensively researched both Muslim converts and immigrants 
within the Islamic champs religieux, to use Bourdieu’s expression. In these 
cases, too, Muslim positions are not that significantly different. The differ- 
ences are internal to both groups, and to men and women in both groups, as 
much as between the two groups. 

Let us take the most sensitive example. It is quite easy to find differences 
in personal attitudes and feelings about the hijab between men and women: 
simply because women really wear and experience it, probably. It is less easy 
to find such differences in what they say about it. In fact, the reasons used 
tojustify the hijab are not that different: if a woman convert decides to wear 
the hijab, frequently the reason for it, the rationalization, will be supported 
by traditional theological arguments, elaborated and transmitted by a typi- 
cally “male” theology—the level of stereotyping is high as well. Differences, 
then, already exist among men and among women, not only between them. To 
summarize my argument on this point in a short expression, the gender issue 
does not seem to be necessarily gendered in its motivations and justifications. The 
difference is located at the level of individual experience. Hence, it is not easy 
to distinguish male and female arguments on the hijab. For the same reasons, 
itis not easy to distinguish the positions of immigrants and converts, even if 
different “accents” can be found. Similarities are more easily observed when 
Weneed to legitimize the hijab: differences may emerge more often when itis 
a question of refusing it. 

The same can be said for the positions of the first and second generations, 
the latter being more similar to converts (Allievi 2000). In both cases, the ac- 
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cent is more on choice than on tradition. Although there are differences in 
the figures, we find veiled and unveiled women in both categories. Itis easie: 
to find differences between Sufi and Sunni arguments on the hijab, but agin 
we can find veiled and unveiled women in both, even if—probably—inz 
different percentage. I have underlined these aspects to show that both the 
dimension of continuity and that of change are important. The cultural di 
mension often “continues,” while personal lives change. 

This aspect leads me to the last point: the importance of what I call the'T 
factor (T for “time”). Individuals change in their lives: they change attitudes, 
opinions, and behavior. This is equally true for those who have changed 
ligion. This aspect raises a serious methodological problem. If we elaborate 
Statistics and percentages (for instance, of hijabi or non-hijabi converts, bu 
also of converts in general), we have to face a general problem that hasmor 
obvious consequences for our topic: we normally interview our informants 
only once. But they change their mind and behavior even in their postcon 
version life, and more than once: this is why in the literature on conversions 
concepts such as the “conversion career” and others like it have been intro 
duced (see Allievi 1998). This is true for the choice of wearing the hijab, bu! 
also for conversions themselves. People deconvert and also “revert,” but we 
normally interview only the converts, and not the deconverts, for the simple 
reason that, unless it is by chance, we do not find them in the same placesit 
which we are looking for converts.” 

This aspect is important also for the shifting meaning of the hijab. Opinions 
about it change, both in men and women converts, for instance, at the initia! 
stage, immediately after conversion, or many years after (see Hermansen, this 
volume). I know and frequently meet converts with whom I have remained 
in close contact: their opinions have changed a lot over the years. This ca! 
sometimes be measured through interviews, particularly through life stones 
However, only self-confident and well-established converts are able to talkat 
ease, over a distance of time, about the changes in their attitudes and eve 
beliefs, with a high level of self-criticism. Many others are not. 

As regards our topic, there may be changes in both directions: from being 
veiled (initially) to being unveiled seems quite frequent. But we can also ob 
serve trajectories going in the opposite direction, when the conversion is 10! 
a “moment” (as in Saint Paul’s ideal type of sudden conversion), but a ste? 
by-step process, in which the “converting” persons progressively acquire f@ 
miliarity with certain references and progressively “include” them in thel! 
personality-building process. Why these changes, these shifts? 
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There may be many factors at play. The main ones refer probably to the fact 
that the meaning of the hijab differs depending on the moment, the person, 
the situation, the context, and its importance in establishing the haram/halal 
frontier. From this point of view, the main functions of the hijab seem to be the 
following. First, it helps women to convert (obliges them, from a certain point 
of view), to keep to the new choice, to “enter” it in a radical way, like circumci- 
sion for men (which is far more “definitive”). Second, it helps them to be ac 
cepted by the new “significant others.” This is particularly true for women who 
see immigrants and pray in mosques, attending the Friday prayer and other 
moments of gathering, such as Sunday meetings, etc. The problem here is the 
“plausibility structure” they refer to. This is even more important if they want 
to marry a Muslim man, in order to “complete” their “plausibility structure” 
as Muslim women.*? For some women there is also the idea of integration and 
solidarity with “deprivileged” women, as we saw in the case of Nura. Third, it 
helps them to establish and maintain the haran/halal frontiers: which in them 
selves, in the Western context, are shifting, unclear, and not at all stable. This 
is true not only for converts, but also for some “reborn Muslims,” particularly 
of the second generation, who recuperate the hijab explicitly or implicitly with 
this function. Some jjtihad elaborated in Europe and some “new Islamic theol- 
ogy’ ** play exactly this role of reestablishing the haram/halal frontier: and the 
hijab is one of their topics of discussion. It can also be used to maintain or es 
tablish this frontier: “I am a walking symbol,” as stated so effectively by Aisha. 
This statement offers us a key to a better understanding of why the hijab is so 
often a polemical tool in debates on Islam in the European public space 
Conflicts need symbols, and the hijab, with its implications in different 
fields (cultural, social, political, juridical), and its polysemy, is the perfect 
symbol to use for conflict. For instance, it can be understood by its opponents 
as a symbol of the structurally “primitive” character of Islam in general, but 
also specifically of the oppression of women. Women have always been— 
and still are, as anthropologists and historians have shown on many occa 
sions—the typical “object” of appropriation by various cultural, ethnic, or 
religious groups, and the typical enjeu in conflicts and clashes. On the other 
hand, it can be understood and used even more as an instrument of emanci 
pation, as often happens among second generations. And, of course, it can 
have many other meanings. This is why in many European countries the hi 
Jabhas become a public issue, at the macro level, and will continue to be an 
issue at the micro level, until we have become accustomed to it as something 
normal: something which will not happen in the near future 
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Conclusion 


In more than a dozen years of fieldwork among the Muslim commt 
of Europe, and of observations of reactions to the presence of Islam 
European public space, I have become more and more convinced that wh! 
Europeans reject about Islam is not its difference and Otherness (Islam asthe 
paradigmatic example of “the absolute Other,” the other more Other thanis 
conceivable), but its similarity to things European: Islam, in a way, retumst0 
Europe not what is “Other” in its history, but what is familiar to it. Is) 
not different: it is not the contrary of what we are, it is “us’"—one generation 
ago, or more. What we see in the mirror of Islam is not the portrait of some 
thing that is unknown to Europe: it is Europe (a part of it, and of its cultunl 
legacy)—perhaps a little younger than now (and not even inall cases— 
times it is very contemporary). As Claude Lévi-Strauss (1955) stated: “I know 
very well the reasons for the uneasiness I feel in front of Islam: | find init the 
universe I come from; Islam is the West of the East.” 

This is true for some “hot” topics concerning the links between religion 
and politics; but it is also true for many gender-related issues, the hijab in 
cluded. We have to admit that many women converts find Islam interesting 
notin spite of its “Otherness,” but precisely because of its “Otherness” (or whet 
the mainstream culture defines as Otherness, but is not perceived as such by 
the individuals attracted by it). Islam is something that is not alien to thei 
mentality, but, on the contrary, familiar to it. The problem is, as Yvonne Had 
dad declared during the workshop in which the papers of this volume wert 
discussed, that it is easier to say: “It is my religion, it is my duty as a woman 
in this religion, it is the will of God,” in order to justify a preference, than 0 
say: “It is my choice, I want to be a woman in the ‘traditional’ way—having 
different roles for men and women, for instance.” Some women do not fe¢! 
strong enough to counter the current cultural debate on the role of women 
in the West, and on the female models of mass communication. They need 

a “plausibility structure” to sustain their alternative position. They canno! 
find it anywhere in their own culture. But Islam offers just such a position 


Notes 


it also involved researchers from the mort 
project is considered the most advanced well-known EVS project (European Values 
point of comparative research on the Systems), which was then to become 
subject of pluralism, to such an extent that | WVS (World Values Systems). On these 


1. It must be stressed that the RAMP 


are based, for example, the well-known 
theories of Inglehart on the “silent revolu- 
tion” and the progressive individualization 
of Western societies, criticized by many, 
above all from a methodological point of 
view, for their incapacity to really grasp 
the dimension of religious pluralism 
outside the Christian context. For further 
work on these subjects, see Allievi (2003b). 

2. On the role of the media, see my 
chapter in Part III of Maréchal, Allievi, Das 
setto, and Nielsen (2003), a comparative 
research work written at the request of the 
European Commission. 

3. Ihave developed the distinction 
between relational and rational conver- 
sions in a detailed model of trajectories 
to Islam in my book Les convertis a l’islam. 
Les nouveaux musulmans d’Europe (Allievi 
1998). 

4. It must be acknowledged that Sufism 
is the aspect of Islam that attracts Western 
ers most, even non-Muslims: books on 
Sufism can be found on the shelves of 
many bookshops, and particularly in New 
Age environments, where we can find 
references to Sufi music, Sufi healing, etc. 

5. A three-year research project (Allievi 
1998), conducted between 1994 and 1997, 
with forty-six in-depth interviews (many 
with persons that I met on more than one 
Occasion, and in different places: home, 
mosque, etc.) and periods of participant- 
observation during moments of Islamic 
sociability. These moments included 
meetings, conferences, and congresses, and 
involved both immigrants and converts, 
and specific meetings of converts, the 

hadras of Sufi groups, etc. Some periods of 
observation lasted up to two or three days. 
The number of converts contacted, and to 
whom I spoke personally, I cannot give, 
but they were in the hundreds. Those with 
whom I explicitly talked about conversion 
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issues, in face-to-face discussions between 
a researcher identified as such anda 
subject accepting to be “researched,” with 
field notes being taken, came to another 
one hundred or more. Roughly one-third 
of them were women. Contacts and 
interrelations with converts continued 
after the end of the research, and are still 
continuing, with systematic meetings and 
occasional structured interviews 

6. The Biblical and Quranic example of 
Adam, who gives names to all the animals, 
thus giving them a meaning and a func 
tion, is in this sense more than clear. 

7. Even if it is an ancient problem and 
not only Islamic; “‘Why,’ wondered Plu 
tarch, ‘do we cover our heads to adore the 
divinity?’ The answer is simple: to separate 
ourselves from the profane person... and 
to live only in the sacred world” (van Gen 
nep 1909). 

8. Remember apropos that it is the 
man who is obliged to convert, in order tc 
marry a Muslim woman, while a woman is 
only, so to speak, “warmly advised,” or pos 
sibly there is an obligation connected with 
the couple's relationship, on the request of 
the Muslim partner, but in any case nota 
legal duty, or an obligation of the sunna 

g. There follows a list of the classic argu 
ments, we might say the vulgataon the sub 
ject, basically similar for Shiites and Sun 
nites. We give this exposition without any 
comment, even though much could be said, 
both regarding the ideological construction 
and the deliberate confusion between the 

ideal plane and that of reality. “There are 
many rules for women to be protected and 
respected. Women have many rights. In the 
Shi'ite world women nearly always manage 
to have these, in the Sunnite world no, be 
cause being prevalently Arab, it is based on 


pre-Islamic rules which have no inten: 


tion of renouncing, because itis handy fora 
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man to have women to serve him. There are 
many negative things that are imputed to 
Islam, but they are not true. They are things 
instead that the Arabs have brought down 
over the centuries, and which they have not 
managed to free themselves of through 
Islam. Whereas in the Shiite world this 
does not happen, because women enjoy 
great protection. Also in marriage. The 
advantages for women are so many that 
probably, seeing how Islam is considered in 
the West, they will not be believed. It is not 
true that the woman becomes a slave of the 
man. It is true that before marriage, in her 
father’s house she is under his protection, 
but after she has married there are a thou- 
sand rules. The woman does not even have 
the obligation to do work in the house if she 
does not want to do so. She does not eve 
have to breastfeed her children if she does 
not want to, because in Islam they belong to 
the father, they carry his name. If awoman 
brings a dowry this dowry cannot be 
touched. If she works after getting married 
the husband still has to keep her, the money 
she earns all belongs to her. Of course she 
puts it into the house, she helps the family, 
but not because she is obliged to do it. If 


she so wishes, she can put her money away. 
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There are a great number of rules that 
protect the woman and therefore ifa girl 
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to choose this path because she knows that 
she will be protected more.” 

to. Similar instances of this Shiite 
“pride” are given in Roald, this volume 
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them. 
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PART THREE. TRAJECTORIES AND PARADIGMS 


CHAPTER 6 


Female Conversion to Islam 
The Sufi Paradigm 


Haifaa Jawad 


onversion to Islam is increasingly attracting attention worldwide. It 
(os said that Islam is the fastest-growing religion in the contemporary 
world, and that despite the negative image and bad publicity about the faith, 
the number of people converting to Islam is on the increase.’ There is no 
teliable figure as to the number of converts worldwide, or at the national 
level in individual Western countries, primarily because censuses in most 
Western countries do not ask about religious affiliation. In Britain, where 


this issue was brought up in the last census, that of 2001, the question was 
Confined to religious background only; the issue of religious conversion was 
iettout Moreover, most mosques and Islamic centers all over Britain (and by 
5 nsion Europe and America) do not issue certificates of conversion, nor do 
mhey record the number of persons who convert to Islam, let alone their age 
ae orl economic, or educational backgrounds—an issue bat ite 
that, aa at estimating approximate numbers foo haphazard. sida be 
lowers, ~ ieee certainly affirm that the religion is claiming a 
ould be i ly in the Western world. To take one simples panes 
to Islam: in ai a gauge to indicate the number of people " ee ‘ 
the Needs of — the Muath Welfare Trust, a community center cat ees 
Muslims» a € Muslim community in Birmingham, England, ie a 
Seventeen, eect. The leader of the project reported twenty-four op ‘ 
One mong them were white women and the rest, seven, were men 


an w, : stint 
aS of African Caribbean origin; the other six were W hite 


‘ e : ce 
“ther = the dominant group embracing Islam was composed of those 0 
Tic : & g 
“Strin an Caribbean or African American backgroun¢ 
= E f these white 


a IK. some of t 
People c mite People have become Muslim. In the UK, some 0! eae 
ple Joe Anmed 


1. whereas recently 


Om ? 

Obso © from affluent backgrounds, such as, for exam : 
One form Son of former cabinet minister Frank Dobson; Mathew Wilkin 
= : fa 26) 
Jonathan ~ nead boy of Eton: Nicholas Brandt, son of an inves : 
1 of the British Broadcas 


tment banker; 


mts ting 
©n of the former director-genera 
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Corporation (BBC), John Birt; and the son and daughter of Lord Justice Scot, 
who investigated the arms to Iraq deal. 

Despite the stereotypes that portray Muslim women as oppressed ani 
mistreated, it has been noted that more women are converting to Islam than 
men. For example, in Britain, women converts outnumber men by twotoone 
(British Muslims Monthly Survey 2002), while in the United States they appar 
ently outnumber them by four to one (Wadud 2003, 275). The majority of 
the women are said to be white, young, and unmarried. The director of 
Florida chapter of the Council on American-Islamic Relations states: “In the 
past there were more African-Americans coming into Islam, now] amseeing 
an influx of white, Caucasian females.”? In Britain, it is interesting to note 
that some of these women, such as the daughter of Lord Justice Scott, Je 
Goldsmith, and the former TV presenter Kristiane Backer, come from mid 
dle-class backgrounds. The number may not be so significant, but the fac 

of conversion itself, especially among the elite, is revealing—to some, ut 
terly incomprehensible—given the extremely negative image of Islam inthe 
West and the consequent tensions and difficulties generated by conversion 


to this religion. 

In this chapter I will deal with the issue of how Sufism, or Islamic myst 
cism, underpins or permeates the general Islamic principles that have found 
acceptance or attraction among Westerners, especially women. My approach 
in this context is theological rather than sociological, looking at how Sufism 
has informed the overall Islamic principles, thus making them ever more 
appealing to certain sectors within Western society. The key theme to be 
explored here is the ways in which Sufism—or the Sufi perspective on Is 
lam—has contributed to the process by which Islam is made not just into an 
interesting approach to life, but into an acceptable, and, for some, an irresist 
ible way of life. This phenomenon is all the more important given the in 
creasingly grim picture of Islam that prevails in our times. But before dealing 
with the main theme, we need to put the subject into perspective and look at 

the phenomenon of conversion to Islam in a wider context. 


Conversion to Islam 


It must be stressed that there is no such word as conversion in the Arabic 
language; rather, the emphasis is on the idea of becoming a Muslim, thats 
“submitting” to God in the form prescribed by his final revelation. Hence, 


to understand conversion to Islam requires an understanding of the word 
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“Islam” itself. Islam denotes an act of submission and envisages not only “the 
acceptance of the outward forms of any one particular prophet's practice, not 
even that of the seal of the prophets, Muhammad. Rather, the word repre 
sents that pure worship of, and obedience to, the Divine that is exemplified 
in the lives of all those prophets, from Noah, through Abraham, Moses and 
Jesus, to the seal of the prophets, Muhammad” (Dutton 1999, 153). Hence, to 
accept Islam is in reality “to take on the ancient, Abrahamic, way of worship, 
albeit given the specific detailed requirements reflected in the outward prac 
tice of the seal of the prophets, Muhammad” (Dutton 1999, 153). 

Furthermore, conversion, from the Islamic viewpoint, is also a remem- 
brance and an affirmation of the primordial testimony to the Lordship of 
God, as the Qur’an says, “when your Lord brought forth from the children 
of Adam, from their loins, their seed, and made them testify of themselves. 
He said: ‘Am I not your Lord?’ They said, ‘Yea, we testify!’ That was lest you 
should say on the Day of Resurrection: of this we were unaware” (Quran 7: 
172).4 Accordingly, those who embrace Islam often refer to themselves as “re 
verts” rather than converts. 

Becoming a Muslim entails public acceptance of the declaration of faith 
in front of at least two witnesses, this being the first pillar of Islam. Once this 
is publicly stated, it is assumed that the “new Muslim” would live according 
to Islamic rules and regulations dictated by God and the Prophet Muham 
mad. This involves: the performance of the ritual prayer five times a day, pay 
ment of the annual alms-tax of zakat, fasting the month of Ramadan, and per 
forming the pilgrimage to Mecca at least once ina lifetime. In addition, the 
new Muslim is obliged to stop consuming alcohol and eating pork and non 
halal meat, and abide by the prohibitions related to issues such as stealing 
and committing adultery and murder. Most new Muslims tend to take on 
Islamic names, although this is not obligatory (Dutton 1999, 153-156). Some 
of those who choose not to adopt a Muslim name indicate that they decline 
on the basis of maintaining their social acceptability and avoiding discrimi 
Nation at work. In a personal conversation, David Wanies, former head of 
the Department of Religious Studies at Lancaster University, who himself is 
a convert, stated that some lecturers and teachers who prefer to keep their 
original names do so for pedagogical reasons.’ 

For women, becoming Muslim can also entail a radical change in their ap 
pearance. Islamic law instructs women to dress modestly, and this includes 
covering the hair. The hijab is no longer seen as an innocent mark ofa woman 
intent on maintaining her cultural or religious identity, but as a threatening 
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symbol of a pathologically anti-Western ideology. The following statement 
by a Muslim woman demonstrates what this can lead to: “People would 
shout, ‘Go back to your own country.’ I had someone spit at me once when! 
was standing at the bus stop at College.” * Covering the head could also prove 
to be an obstacle toward upward social mobility in society, especially among 
educated Western women, and for that reason, some of them choose not to 
don the hijab. From personal experience, I know of at least two university 
lecturers who decided not to wear the hijab, and a third one is in the process 
of abandoning it. The latter informed me that her motives for taking off the 
hijab are twofold: social acceptability (“I have been treated like them,” she 
said, meaning immigrants and refugees) and job security and promotion. In 
a private conversation with her she stated that recently she had lost an op 
portunity for a senior position in a particular university primarily because of 
her hijab.’ The hijab, for convert women, brings not only outside rejection and 
hostility but also strong family opposition. This could jeopardize family ties, 
which are already under strain as a result of conversion. A typical response 
is this: “You chose your religion over us... people will discriminate against 
you. You are making yourself a third-rate citizen. You have basically painted 
a bull’s-eye on you saying—‘shoot me.””* However, reactions within a fam 
ily can vary: “My mum said—if you are happy, I am happy'—but obviously 
she was not. My dad said it and he meant it, that was the difference between 
them.”° Others cautiously accept it: “My mom loves me so much she [would] 
buy me scarves sometimes. My grandmother gave me a beautiful, velvet em 
broidered scarf. They will respect my prayer, but at the same time ask—why 
are you so fanatical?-—”*° The question that needs to be asked is: But why, 
then, are these women embracing Islam against all the odds? 

First, a large number of Western women who convert to Islam do so on 
the basis of personal connections such as marriage with Muslim men. That 
said, however, recently and increasingly, they are embracing Islam primar 
ily because of their convictions. In 2002, the Muath Welfare Trust in Bir 
mingham reported that seventeen women converted to Islam, eight of them 
through marriages, while the rest, nine, came to Islam as the result of a per 
sonal search. Taking a closer look at those convictions, the appeal of Islam 
to Western women can be attributed to a wide range of factors. One can be 
gin with the familiar idea of Islam as a form of liberation theology offering 
an accessible language of protest for marginalized groups in society (Winter 
2000, 100). For example, women who are in general excluded from public 
life struggle because of that to achieve happiness. Islam in this context can 
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offer them a practical alternative: “I was looking for peace, I had a rough past. 
My teenage years were not great; I was bullied at school, people called me fat 
and ugly, and I was looking for something to make me happy. | tried to go to 
Church once a week but... I did not feel in place there. [Islam] gives you a 
purpose in your life. The Koran is like a guide to help you: when you read it, 
it makes you feel better.” 

Second, arguably, the nature of the religion itself and its simplicity ap 
peal strongly to the religious consciousness of people who are drawn to its 
emphasis on the simple message of monotheism, thereby attracting those 
who are “confused by Christo-logical and Trinitarian controversies” (Winter 
2000, 100). As another convert seeks to explain: “Something vital seemed to 
be missing from my life and nothing would fill this vacuum. Being a Chris 
tian did not do anything for me, and I began to question the validity of only 
remembering God one day a week—Sundays! As with many other Christians 
too, I had become disillusioned with the hypocrisy of the church and was 
becoming increasingly unhappy with the concept of Trinity and the deifica- 
tion of Jesus.”*? Many Western women come from a tradition that is histori 
cally dominated by male clergies and characterized by a strong aversion to 
and fear of the feminine, a tradition in which the concept God qua Father (a 
supreme male figure) dominates the overall understanding of the Ultimate 
Reality; such women can discover in Islam, with its emphasis on totality and 
integration, an appealing alternative. Despite its patriarchal features, they 
find in Islam an equilibrium on the plane of the “heart,” in its relationship 
with God. I shall return to this theme below. The following testimony by a 
female convert hints at the kind of equilibrium to which Islam gives access 
“There was an inner void that was not completely satisfied with academic 

success or human relationships. I had spent my life longing for a truth in 
which heart would be compatible with mind, action with thought, intellect 
with emotion. I found that reality in Islam.” 

Third, in view of current social trends fostering widespread moral uncer 
tainty, those aspects of Islamic teaching relating to morality, modesty, secu 
nity, the sense of belonging, the sense of identity, close family ties, care and 
community, and deference to the elderly, as well as traditional notions of re- 
spect for women, have proven to be very popular among Western women. 
We hear the voices of women who say: “I am now more confident, happy 
and satisfied. I have achieved the fulfillment I was looking for."*s Comment: 
Ing on the supposedly outmoded traditional respect for women, one convert 
States: “You seem to be really looked after. [Pious] Mu men really respect 
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you; they do everything for you. You are highly thought of and protected”* 
These sentiments are echoed by another woman who extols, in the capacity 
of Muslims to participate in more traditional family/community values,‘ 
feeling of belonging to a family... when with Muslim friends... closeness, 
love, kindness, caring: these are the benefits I have gained” (Haleem 2003, 
94). Another convert goes further, considering current liberal social cultural 
trends as “false”: “Islam made me feel the need to discipline my life ina posi 
tive way and to bring about the necessary modifications to bring my whole 
being into balance. To set myself free from the false standards of society’ 
(Haleem 2003, 94). 

Underpinning the above factors, and by extension the overall attractionto 
Islam, I would argue, is Sufism, or the spiritual values of the faith, whichare 
the core or the essence of the religion of Islam. For Sufism is Islamic spiritual 
ity, even if Islamic spirituality is not confined to the phenomenon of Sufism 
The spiritual values of the religion of Islam are brought into sharp focus by 
the Sufis and are implemented practically by them in various ways. But the 
Sufis do not claim that these values and the doctrines and practices emerging 
therefrom are anything other than those of quintessential Islam. Their “eso 
tericism” is but the complement to the exotericism of the formal religion, 
and both alike are rooted in the sources of the Islamic revelation—the Quran 
and the Sunnah of the Prophet. To understand the inner, spiritual values of 
the revelation, one can turn to the Sufis, who have incorporated these val 
ues organically into a dynamic way of life. Inasmuch as most Sufis integrate 
these inner values with outer Shari’a practice, the result of their presence in 
Islamic society is a strengthening of the religion as a whole; the Sufis do not 
promote these inner values at the expense of the outer forms of Islam. 


Sufism... became the framework within which all popular piety flowed together, its 


saints, dead and living, became the guarantors of the gentle and co-operative sides of 


social life. Guilds commonly came to have Sufi affiliations. Men’s clubs claimed the 
patronage of Sufi saints. And the tombs of local saints became shrines which almost 
all factions united in revering. It is probable that without the subtle leaven of the Suf 
orders, giving to Islam an inward personal thrust and to the Muslim community 
a sense of participation in a common spiritual venture quite apart from anyone's 
outward power, the mechanical arrangements of the Shari'a would not have main 


tained the loyalty essential to their effectiveness. (Hodgson 1974, 125) 


Sufism, as Martin Lings says, “is necessary because it is to Islam what the 
heart is to the body. Like the bodily heart it must be secluded and protected 
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and must remain firm-fixed in the centre; but at the same time it cannot re- 
fuse to feed the arteries with life” (1975, 106-107; see also Nurbakhsh 1981; 
Nicholson 1997; Eaton 1994). 

If one wishes to appreciate the deeper motives for conversion to Islam, 
one cannot afford to ignore this inner aspect of the religion, especially, as 
will be seen below, in regard to women converts. The following quotation 


illustrates this well: 


T knew that I yearned for more spiritual fulfillment in my life. But, as yet, nothing 
had seemed acceptable or accessible to me. I had been brought up essentially a secular 
humanist. Morals were emphasized, but never attributed to any spiritual or divine 
being. As I met more Muslims, I was struck not only by their inner peace, but by the 
strength of their faith. In retrospect, I realize that I was attracted to these peaceful 
souls because I sensed my own lack of inner peace and conviction.’” 


Women—in particular those belonging to the higher classes or the elite, who 
have no social, economic, or racial motives for conversion—are, in my opin- 
ion, drawn to Islam by the spiritual values of Islam that Sufism has espoused, 
even if this is not always made explicit. But before elaborating this claim, 
it is necessary to give a brief summary of the role of Sufism as a vehicle for 
conversion to Islam. 


The Importance of Sufism as an Agent for Conversion to Islam 


Historically, Sufism has played a major role in spreading Islam and recruiting 
non-Muslims to the faith. It has been stated that the spread of Islam beyond 
the frontiers of the Muslim states, and therefore the Islamization of such ar: 
eas as Anatolia, Bosnia, Kashmir, Indonesia, India, and West Africa, should 
be attributed in large part to the efforts of Sufi saints. This is the conclusion 
reached by Thomas Arnold, in his classic and still unsurpassed study of the 
spread of Islam, The Preaching of Islam (1935). Amold shows that, far from 
being “spread by the sword,” as the common stereotype would have us be 
lieve, Islam was, in fact, spread by peaceful means: by the preaching of the 
Sufis, on the one hand, and by the impact of traders, on the other. Often the 
two went hand in hand, as traders were themselves often members of a Sufi 
order, from the thirteenth century onward. The appeal of the Sufis continues 
to this day, providing one of the main points of entry to Islam, especially for 
contemporary Europeans and Americans (Dutton 1999, 163). Nasr describes 
Sufism as “the flower of the tree of Islam... or the jewel in the crown of the 
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Islamic tradition” (1975, 49). Its emphasis on a universal supra-intellectual 
but very real tawheed (or science of God’s unity), its focus on inner practices 
as a force for the transformation of individuals, its insistence on the detach 
ment of the individual from the world rather than abandonment ofit, its care 
for the welfare of the community, and its aim to bring about justice through 
injecting moral and ethical values into human lives have made it one of the 
most attractive forces within the religion of Islam, especially in Westemsc- 
ciety (Dutton 1999, 163; Lapidus 1988, 445-446). 

In addition, its ability to fill the spiritual vacuum created by such ideolo 
gies as secularism, socialism, and modernism has made it particularly impor 
tant as an avenue to converting to Islam. As a consequence, a considerable 
number of Westerners, including women, are attracted to Sufism and thento 
Islam. Currently there are many Sufi groups in Europe and America that are 
able to attract converts to Islam (Haddad and Lummis 1987, 22, 171). More 
over, there are centers in the West dedicated to the study of Sufism, chief 
among them being the Muhyiddin ibn Arabi Center in Oxford. The number 
of people who have adopted Sufism and then Islam both in Europe and the 
United States is considerable; they include “ordinary” people who soughtin- 
ner peace, such as now-middle-aged people who lived through the “hippie’ 
periods in the 1960s and ’70s, those who were disillusioned with the Westem 
material way of life and decided to embrace Islam to fulfill their spiritual 
needs. Also, a significant number of Western intellectuals found consolation 

in the wisdom of Sufism. These include the late French philosopher René 
Guénon—whose teachings on Sufism have become a model for Europeans 
interested in the spiritual dimension of Islam (Le Pape 2003, 232-234), such 
as the English mystic Martin Lings—and Swiss intellectuals Fritjof Schuon 
and Titus Burckhardt (Kése 1996, 20, 142-143). The same can be said regard 
ing Nuh Keller of the Shadhiliyya order and his New Zealand wife, Umm Sahl, 
Tim Winter of Cambridge University, and James Morris of Exeter University. 
The women (and men), especially from the elite, who have shown interest 
or entered into Islam did so by virtue of the fact that they were challenged by 
what one might call “the spiritual intellectuality” of the inner dimension of 
the religion. Having read literature on Sufi spirituality written both by prac- 
ticing Muslims/Sufis and objective Western academics, they became aware 
of the link between the inner, universal spirit of the faith and its outer, par 
ticular form. While in the 1960s Sufism was part of the “hippie” movement, 
and divorced from its Islamic roots, in the r9gos, it was becoming known 
increasingly, and more accurately, as the form taken by Islamic mysticism. 
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Many intellectuals came to see such values as secular cleverness, wealth, 
relativism, and pragmatism in the light of Sufi ideals of wisdom, sacrifice, 
a sense of the absolute, and idealism. These characteristics ultimately lent a 
sense of balance and completeness, primarily through the power of integra- 
tion proper to Sufism. Integration means tawheed, the verbal noun stemming 
from the verb Wahhada, literally, “to make one.” Whereas theologically, this 
means declaring or affirming God’s oneness, in Sufism, it comes to mean real- 
izing oneness—the oneness of God, but also the oneness of being, and thus 
the necessity of “being one,” or being “integrated” as a personality, in order to 
properly affirm and realize the oneness of God. Thus, tawheedis fully realized 
when God is worshiped by the “whole” human being: to be “whole” is to be 
*holy” (the words being etymologically related). This state of integration is 
ultimately antipodean to the dissipation and agitation that so many feel is 
generated by modern life: “For to be dissipated and compartmentalized, to be 
lost in the never ending play of mental images and concepts, or psychic ten 
sions and forces, [means] to be removed from that state of wholeness which 
our inner state demands from us” (Nasr 1972, 43-44). Sufism strives toward 
the attainment of the state of purity and wholeness “not through negation 
of intelligence, as is often the case in the kind of piety fostered by certain 
modern religious movements, but through the integration of each element 
of one’s being into its own proper centre” (Nasr 1972, 44). Accordingly, the 
Spiritual method is crucial for the integration of the person. For it brings 
the dispersed elements in human beings back together and ensures that the 
Outward-going tendency is controlled and reversed, so that the person can 
live inwardly with his/her emotions, reactions, and tendencies, aiming pri- 
marily at the center rather than the rim (Nasr 1975, 3-17), “for at the centre 
Tesides the One, the Pure and ineffable Being which is the source of all be 
atitude and goodness, whereas at the periphery is non-existence, which only 
appears to be real because of man’s illusory perception and lack of discrimi- 
nation” (Nasr 1972, 49). 

Normative Sufism does not go outside the framework of the law to achieve 
such transformation in the human mind, body, and spirit, but seeks to base 
its practices on the injunctions of the Shari'a. Sufism integrates the outward 
(zahir) and the inward (batin) aspects of the faith and integrates male and fe 
male on the basis of the integration within God of Jalal (Majesty) and Jamal 
(Beauty), ultimately resulting in a totality on the metaphysical plane, which 
implies complementarity at the human level within and between man and 
woman. This is very much a part of the traditional Islamic conception of the 
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nature of things. Therefore, when men lack beauty (Jamal) of soul, they tend 

to oppress those weaker than themselves through lack of compassion, thus 
disobeying God, in the process, through lack of wisdom and submission 
When women lack strength (Jalal) of the soul, on the other hand, they ar 
unable to assert their true strength, whereas Sufi women have always been 
able to bring forth their reserves of strength and remain impassibly inde 
pendent. Sufi women throughout the ages have been an inspiration to other 
women and have taken on male disciples (Smith 1984; Nurbakhsh 1983; £! 
Sakkakini 1982). This affirms the necessity of the feminine/spiritual dimen 
sion as a balancing factor; for when men (and women) lose the balance be 
tween the two sides of their nature, then ihsan—that is, virtue or beauty of 
soul—loses its meaning. Where there is no perception of or conformity to 
beauty—ihsan in the deepest sense—there is no virtue, and where men (and 
women) have no virtue, society collapses into the kind of chauvinism and 
abuse that characterize male-female relations in so many parts of the Muslim 
world on the whole. 

In addition to the appeal of the spiritual values of Sufism to many West 
erners, the Sufi gender paradigm in this context is also of particular rele 
vance. Sufism offers a particular notion of feminine equality and dignity. To 
understand this concept, it is important to consider the Sufi approach to the 
feminine principle within Islam. The capacity of Sufism to incorporate and 
encourage feminine activities within its sphere in both spiritual and social 
terms attests to the importance attributed by the Sufis to the feminine ele 
ment in the Divine Nature itself. We shall examine each of these elements 


in turn. 


Sufism and the Acceptance of Feminine Activities 


Sufism continues to favor the development of feminine activities more than 
any other branch of Islam. The Quranic emphasis on the spiritual equality be 
tween the sexes: “For Muslim men and women, for believing men and women; 
for devout men and women; for men and women who are patient; for men 
and women who humble themselves; for men and women who give charity; 
for men and women who fast; for men and women who guard their chastity; 
for men and women who remember Allah much—for them all has God pre 
pared forgiveness and a great reward” (Qur'an 33: 32). “And whoso doeth good 
works, whether male or female, and is a believer, such will enter paradise, 
and will not be wronged the dint of a date-stone” (Qur'an 4: 124-125), Andits 
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constant reminder of the ability of women to fulfill their spiritual needs; the 
respect of the Prophet for women in general and his ideal relationships with 
his wives. His kindness and care for his daughters “excluded that feeling of de- 
jection so often found in medieval Christian monasticism” (Schimmel 1975, 
426; Jawad 1998, 11-14, 26). Despite the fact that one can find what could 
possibly be seen as antifeminine sayings in the traditions and among some 
early Sufis, “the Muslims scarcely reached the apogee of hatred displayed by 
medieval Christian writers in their condemnation of the feminine elements” 
(Schimmel 1975, 429). For example, Eve was never regarded as the cause of 
the fall of Adam, nor was the possibility that women did not have souls ever 
considered. On the contrary, the Prophet declared that “God has made dear to 
me from your world women and fragrance, and the joy of my eyesis in prayer” 
(Schimmel 1997, 21). Such principles from the Qur'an and the prophetic ex- 
ample gave rise in Sufism to a particularly rich tradition of female spirituality. 
Hence, large numbers of women followed (and continue to follow to the pres 
ent day) the spiritual path and in due time excelled in their virtues and piety. 
Chief among them was Rabia al-Adawiyya, considered to be the first woman 
saint in Islam (after the Prophet’s wife, Khadija, and his daughter, Fatima). She 
is credited with introducing the concept of unconditional love of God into 
Sufism, thus transforming “sombre asceticism into genuine love mysticism” 
(Schimmel 1997, 34). The following anecdote illustrates the notion of uncon- 
ditional love: “[One day Rabia] ran through Basra with a bucket of water in 
one hand and a burning torch in the other, and when asked about the reason 
behind her actions, she replied: I want to pour water into hell and set paradise 
on fire, so that these two veils disappear and nobody shall any longer worship 
God out of a fear of hell or a hope of heaven, but solely for the sake of His eter 
nal beauty” (Schimmel 1997, 34-35). Her devotion, and asceticism, and her 
contribution to the development of Islamic mysticism earned her the respect 
and affection of all the Sufi masters of her time (Al-Din Attar 1990, 39-51). 
Rabia was not the only such woman of her times. Several other women at 
the forefront of the Sufi tradition developed and articulated the Sufi way of 
life. There were Maryam of Basra, Rabia of Syria, Fatima of Nishapur, to name 
but a few; they attended Sufi meetings, consorted freely with Sufi masters, 
sponsored Sufi activities, and organized circles in the pursuit of the mystical 
path: Some of them who were advanced in learning and mystical knowledge 
guided their husbands in religious and practical matters, and contributed to 
the spiritual formation of future Sufi masters, educating great mystical think 
ers such as Ibn Arabi, who was taught for two years by the great Sufi saint 
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Fatima of Cordova. His early encounter with her and other female mys 
greatly influenced his positive attitude toward the feminine role in Sufism 
In general, these women played an important role in shaping the image 
of the ideal, pious Muslim woman, respected and venerated for her spiritual 
endeavors. These feminine activities continue to take place in modem time 
and can be found in some parts of the Muslim world, where Sufi womenstil 
teach and train souls who are longing for spiritual enlightenment, maintain 
ing continuity with the early example of Rabia al-Adawiyya and her fellow 
Sufi women following the spiritual path (Schimmel 1975, 426-427, 430-435; 
Nasr 1980, 74; Nurbakhsh 1983). The example of Rabia and other pious Mus 
lim women like her serves as an inspiration and a model to be emulated in 
Sufis’ personal lives, especially at a time when there is widespread antispiri 
tualism (Sherrard 1987), the desacralization of knowledge, the diminution 
of feminine spiritual values, and the distortion of feminine dignity. For an 
ailing society, inner renewal and purification are the first step toward a more 
general cure for society as a whole. In this context the following quotations 


of importance: 


The more I pondered, the greater emptiness I felt within. I was slowly beginning to 
reach a stage where my dissatisfaction with my status as a woman in this society, 
was really a reflection of my greater dissatisfaction with society itself: Everything 
seemed to be degenerating backwards, despite the claims... of success and prosper 
ity. I wanted to find that thing which was going to fill the vacuum in my life. [This 
was achieved when I was] drawn... [to] Islam.”® 


Sufism and Feminine Social Values 


The emphasis by Sufis upon upholding the feminine values pertaining to the 
family, whilst at the same time maintaining a dignity and strength as a wor 
shiper before God, has a special appeal for women who choose to fulfill an 
orientation toward the family and community. This balancing of values is 
set against a time when feminine social values are diminishing and no lon 
ger esteemed, when, in fact, there are constant efforts to undermine them 
in society. Ideals and concepts pertaining to womanhood and the family ar¢ 
no longer regarded as sacred, but on the contrary, as stigmatizing and stereo 
typing, resulting in confusion and leading to a void in the life of millions 
of women who want to be fulfilled by the capacity to nurture and strength 
ened by an independence of faith, qualities often pejoratively associated with 
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“traditional norms.” Sufism, with its strong affirmation of the sacred role of 
womanhood in society, presents an attractive alternative to fill the vacuum 
for those women who desire to live their lives as mothers, wives, or daughters 
ina spiritual way. For example, Sufis (and Muslims in general) highly respect 
mothers; the exhortation in the Quran and by the Prophet to be respectful to 
mothers testifies to the honor bestowed upon the maternal role, especially in 
its spiritual aspect. “There are several well-known hadiths that either state or 
imply that motherhood spent in accordance with the Shariah is one of the 
expressions of the spiritual role of a female” (Chishti 1989, 204). One of the 
most detailed hadiths, which brings to life the spiritual reality of the travails 
of motherhood, was related by Anas, who had heard from Sallama, the nurse 
of the Prophet’s son Ibrahim: “O Messenger of God, you have brought good 
tidings of all the good things to men, but not to women.” He said: “Did your 
women friends put you up to asking me this question?” “Yes they did,” she 
replied, and he said: 


Does it not please any one of you that if she is pregnant by her husband, she receives 
the reward of one who fasts and prays for the sake of God? And when the labour 
pains come no-one in the heavens or the earth knows what is concealed in her womb 
to delight her? And when she delivers, not a mouthful of milk flows from her and 
not a suck does she give, but that she receives, for every mouthful and every suck the 
reward of one good deed. And if she is kept awake at night, she receives the reward of 
one who frees seventy slaves for the sake of God. (Schleifer 1997, 49) 


The Qur'an and the Sunnah demand that mothers be venerated, and cared 
for, especially in old age; the famous hadith of the Prophet “heaven lies at the 
feet of mothers” provides much cause for reflection in the life of the pious 
Muslim, who then endeavors to ensure that mothers are always respected, 
treated kindly, and gracefully obeyed. The very fact that the word for womb in 
Arabic, rahm, derives from the word rahma (mercy), which itself stems from 
the divine attributes of Ar-Rahman (the Compassionate) and Ar-Rahim (the 
Merciful), signifies the tremendously rich and deep understanding in Islam 
of the creation process as deriving from the very unfolding of compassion 
and'mercy, so that each and every dimension of motherhood precipitates and 
participates in that unfolding. For Sufis this symbol, and in fact spiritual real 
ity, of the maternal facilitation of Divine Mercy was irresistible and is exem 
plified in many Hadith Qudsi (the very words of God spoken on the tongue 
of the Prophet), such as that reported by Ghazzali: “If my servant falls sick, | 
Care for him as a loving mother tends her son.” Also, the great mystic Rumi is 
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reported to have said: “[Since] a mother’s tenderness derives from God itisa 
sacred duty and a worthy task to serve her” (Schimmel 1997, 89, 93). For the 
believers who benefit from the Sufi exegesis of the metaphysical understan¢- 
ing of the creation process, it is no wonder that they hold their mothersin 
awe and do their best to be good to them so that the blessings of God descend 
upon them, for pious spiritual mothers possess baraka (the quality of thes: 
cred) by virtue of their proximity to God. 

The role of spiritual mothers originates with Maryam (Mary), the mother 
of Jesus and the only woman after whom a chapter in the Quranisnamed.she 
is considered the “Chosen amongst all women” and highly revered (among 
Muslims) for her piety, purity, and submission. In this context, the following 
hadith is of great importance: “Aisha [the wife of Muhammad] asked Fatima 
{the daughter of Muhammad]: Did I see [you truly] when you leaned overthe 
Messenger of God and cried; then you leaned over him and you laughed? She 
said: He informed me that he would die from his illness, so I cried; then he 
informed me that I would precede the other members of his family in being 
reunited with him, and he said, You are the chief lady (sayyida) of paradise, 
with the exception of Mary the daughter of Imran” (Schleifer 1997, 63). 

Amongst the women in the history of Islam, the first wife of the Prophet 
Muhammad, Khadija, was the first to enter Islam, and she, while supporting 
her husband in his mission as messenger of God, also looked after her children 
and ensured that peace and tranquillity prevailed in her home, thus becoming 
the “embodiment of devotion and noble qualities” (Smith 1984, xxx) for Mus 
lims, especially Muslim women. Her daughter Fatima, mother of Hasan and 
Hossein, is regarded as the fountainhead of female spirituality in Islam; het 
extreme piety and devotion to her family elevated her to a high station. She 
and her mother “stand at the beginning of Islamic piety and occupy a very dis 
tinguished rank” (Smith 1984, xxx). Aisha, the youngest wife of the Prophet, 
is also highly honored and respected; she served her husband as devoted wife 
and guided Muslims with her divine knowledge; her close relationship with 
the Prophet made her an authentic source of knowledge about his personal 
life and so ranks her amongst the most reliable sources in the tradition of ha 
dith science (Smith 1984, xxx). Other wives of the Prophet followed suit in 

their holiness and piety. They all set examples for Muslim women by express 
ing their spirituality through their roles as mothers, wives, or daughters 
Thus, from the Islamic spiritual, and therefore Sufi, perspective, the role 
of women within the family is highly valued and considered to be sacred, 
as they are viewed as no less than the unfolding of God's mercy, Feminine 
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qualities and the homage paid to womanhood and their social and family 
roles become vital for women who desire to live in and through God, al- 
though, because of the very fact that mercy is understood to have derived 
from the feminine attributes of God's Nature, the example of women who 
bore no children but dedicated their lives to God was also a source of rever- 
ence and inspiration, as we shall discuss below. 


Sufism and the Feminine Element in Spiritual Life 


Conscious of the positive aspects of womanhood, the Sufis more than others 
highlighted beautifully the role of women in spiritual life and thereby en- 
sured that Sufism is permeated throughout with feminine traits. Within this 
context, the purely spiritual role of females is fully accepted and elevated to 
a high degree. They bestowed upon women (in equality with men) the title 
of saint and accepted a woman (Rabia) to be a leading figure in the early de- 
velopment of Islamic mysticism (Smith 1984, 2-3). Ibn Arabi, in particular, 
played a major role in explaining the importance of the feminine element as a 
component of the Divine Reality (Schimmel 1997, 105). His belief that the Di- 
vine Reality ultimately contains and transcends the polarity of the masculine 
and the feminine continues to exert influence on Sufis until the present day. He 
declared that “there is no spiritual quality pertaining to men without women 
having access to it also” and “men and women have their part in all degrees [of 
sanctity] including that of the function of [spiritual] pole [a designation attrib- 
uted to the most formative and inspiring figure of any particular phase in the 
life of the religion]” (Chodkiewicz 1986, 126). For Ibn Arabi, woman reveals 
the mystery of the compassionate God, and the feminine aspect is the form in 
which God can best be contemplated. He stresses: “God cannot be seen apart 
from matter, and He is seen more perfectly in the human material than in 
any other, and more perfectly in woman than in man” (Schimmel 1997, 103). 
In doing so, he elevates the image of the feminine to a high degree and paves 
the way for other Sufis to follow suit. For example, in the eighteenth century, 
Wali Muhammad Akbarabadi, a commentator on Rumi, declared: “Know that 
God cannot be contemplated independently of a concrete being and that He 
ismore perfectly seen in a human being than in any other, and more perfectly 
in woman than in man” (Austin 1984, 12). 

Thus, from the spiritual perspective, women embody and express aspects 
of the Ultimate Reality, which comprises the masculine and the feminine 
Pminciples, as prefigured in the ninety-nine names of God. These names “are 
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traditionally classified according to Majesty (Jalal—the archetype of masz 
linity) and Beauty (Jamal—the archetype of femininity). God is conceived 
for example, both as the ‘wrathful’—an eminently masculine trait—ands 
the ‘merciful’—identifiable as a feminine quality. Moreover, if God is refened 
to asa He, the essence of God is referred to as a She” (Shah-Kazemi 1996, 2).!n 
their approach to Divine Reality, the Sufis have always stressed the feminine 
dimension of that Reality. As Murata explains, while the legalistic auth 
ties emphasize the incomparability and distance of God, the Sufis insist on 
the comparability and nearness of God. Hence, for the dogmatic theo 
God is wrathful, distant, dominating, and powerful. His rules must be obeyed, 
otherwise there is only punishment and hellfire. In other words, God's atti 
butes “are those of a strict and authoritarian father” (Murata 1992, 8-9). In 
contrast, the Sufis see God as gentle, kind, and near. They believe “that mercy, 
love, and gentleness are the overriding reality of existence and that these wil 
win out in the end.” For them, “God is not primarily a stern and forbidding 
father, but a warm and loving mother” (Murata 1992, 9). Accordingly, they 
argue that the God of the theologians is a God whom nobody would ever 
love, essentially because he is too distant and difficult to comprehend, while 
the God of the spiritual authorities is a God who is compassionate and love 
able because his prime concern is the care of his creatures; as a result, his 


creatures love him in reciprocal terms. This loving, caring God can easily be 
understood and approached (Murata 1992, 8-9). 

To conclude, the dogmatic theologians, while accepting the feminine 
characteristics of the Divine Reality, lay strong emphasis on the masculine 
dimension of that reality, reducing in the process the feminine aspect to sec 
ond place. In contrast, the Sufis affirm the supremacy of the feminine dimen 
sion, primarily because the famous hadith of the Prophet—"God’s mercy 
precedes His wrath” (implying that God’s feminine characteristics take prior 
ity over his masculine qualities——permeates their understanding and their 
approach to the Ultimate Reality (Murata 1992, 9). 

These spiritual ideals related to femininity are not only derived from mys 
tical interpretations, but comprise the very fabric of the authentic Islamic 
tradition; they are enshrined in the Arabic language, which powers Islamic 
theology, and are reflected in the intellectual and social manifestation of the 
overall Islamic heritage. These ideals 


permeated the ethos of traditional Islam. They may not have been articulated or even 
respected by all, but they were nonetheless implicit in the cultural ideals that defined 
gender relationships in societies that remained true to integral Islam. Ideals which 
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continue to influence those who are trying to live according to the inner spirit of the 
tradition and not just outward prescriptions. This spirit leads to women being vener- 
ated and not incarcerated, held in awe and not treated with contempt. (Shah-Kazemi 


1996, 2) 


Taking into consideration the above discussion, it is important to stress that 
Sufism, or Islamic mysticism, is a key factor in influencing and shaping the 
main Islamic principles that have found an acceptance among certain sectors 
of the population within Western society, thus presenting Islam asa credible 
alternative way of life for some, especially women. 


Notes 


1. The rate of conversion to Islam 6. http://www.thetruereligion.org 
apparently surges at times when there are mum.htm 

strong anti-Muslim feelings such as those 7. Personal interview, Amsterdam. 
following the Bosnian conflict, the Gulf 
War, and the Rushdie affair (Winter 2000, 8. http://www.thetruereligion.org 
108). After September 11, 2001, “the num- yfm.htm 


g. http://www.thetruereligion.org: 


March 2003 


ber of conversions has risen in the UK, US 
and across Europe. A Dutch Islamic center mum.htm. 
claims a tenfold increase, whilst a steady 10. http://www.thetruereligion.org 
Stream of converts are reported atthenew  yfm.htm 
11. Personal interview, B 


Muslim project in Leicester” (British Mus 
lims Monthly Survey 2002). Similar activity England, September 2003 


is evident in mosques in cities such as 12, http://www.thetruereligion.org 
London, Manchester, and Glasgow in the mum.htm 
UK. Yet these numbers have to be taken 13. http://www.unn.ac.uk/societies 
with caution. See also the introduction to islamic/women/women3.htm 
this volume. 14. http://www.usc.edu/depUMSA. 
2. Personal interview, Muath Welfare newmuslim/karima.htm 
center, Birmingham, England, September 15. http://www.thetruereligion.org 
2003. mum.htm 
3. http://www.thetruereligion.org 16. Ibid 
mum.htm, 17. http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA 
4. Cited in Winter 2000, 95-96. newmuslim/karima html 
5. Personal conversation, Lancaster, 18. http://www.unn.ac.u 


England, October 1997. islamic/women/women 
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African American Islam as an Expression 
of Converts’ Religious Faith and Nationals 
Dreams and Ambitions 


Gwendolyn Zoharah Simmons 


\\) = we look at Islamic conversion amongst African Americans, itis 
important to contextualize this phenomenon within the history 
African American religion, which has traditionally been a response t 
group’s peculiar history and particular circumstances in the United States! 
America. “From the very beginning,” Charles Long writes, 


[Africans] were brought here in chains and this country has attempted to keep thn 
in this condition in one way or another. Their presence here as human being 
United States has always constituted a threat to the majority population. From ht 
point of view of the majority population, [Africans] have been simply and purely kaa 
persons, first as slaves defined in terms of property, and then after the abolition} 
slavery as chattel property, [and] as citizens who had to seek legal redress before th 
could use the common facilities of the country—water fountains, public accommodt 


tions, restaurants, schools, etc. (1997, 27) 


It was in this situation that African Americans had to retain their human 
ity and their sanity. One of the main ways in which they did this was through 
the development of various religious institutions, invisible and visible. A! 
the heart of this development of African American religious traditions ha 
been the effort, at both the individual and collective levels through soci 
action, rituals, or political militancy, to counter the twin insults of white ree 
ism and economic exploitation. As Manning Marable, a well-known politic 
scientist and social activist, asserts, “the totality of the black religious expen 
ence cannot be understood outside of the development of white racism and 
capitalist exploitation” and the African American response to these twit 
evils (1981, 34). 

Scholars from numerous disciplines have all affirmed the significance 0! 
religion in African American life and what many believe was its indispen’ 
able role in the survival of this group. For African Americans, says the noted 
black historian E. Franklin Frazier, religion has historically functioned 3 
a “refuge in a hostile white world” (in Baer and Singer 1992, ix). People 0! 
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African ancestry in America shaped Euro-American Christianity, as well as 
Judaism and Islam, to meet their own needs and to serve as social institutions 
that they could call their own. Baer and Singer, anthropologists who have 
studied African American religions, state: “African Americans have utilized 
religion as a way of creating space in addressing the vagaries of racism and 
class stratification” (Baer and Singer 1992, ix). W. E. B. DuBois, the first Ameri- 
can scholar to give serious attention to the religious life of African Ameri 
cans in his 1903 seminal work, The Souls of Black Folks, wrote that “churches 
{I would add mosques and temples] constitute centers of social life for the 
African American and serve as primary vehicles of communication and sites 
for entertainment and amusement in the black community. They have tradi 
tionally served as mutual aid societies helping members to survive the crises 
in their lives” (Baer and Singer 1992, ix). 

As Baer and Singer further note, another role that African American reli 
gion has played is as a “form of self-expression and [individual] resistance to 
white dominated society.” Marable has observed that black religious institu 
tions have also “served as rallying centers for political and economic reform” 
(Baer and Singer 1992, x). From Nat Turner (who led the bloodiest slave revolt 
in U.S. history) to Elijah Muhammad, to Malcolm X to Martin Luther King, Jr, 
religious leaders have been the leaders and visionaries in the black struggle 
against white racism and its institutional manifestations. African Americans 
have expressed their “protonational consciousness” primarily through reli 
gion, which has enabled them as a mass of oppressed people to cohere as a 
people and work for the good of the group. Blacks found a voice, many and 
variegated voices, which spoke not only of their spiritual quest and fulfill 
ment but also of their earthly trials and their social yearnings. It has been 
through this “interplay of worldly and otherworldly images and attributes 
[that] African Americans [have] constructed their identity as a people” (Baer 
and Singer 1992, xvii). Because it is within a religious context and only 
within that context that blacks were able to have some form of autonomy 
and agency, their religion has been political and their politics has had a reli 
gious bent. 

Some scholars of African American religion, such as Gayraud Wilmore 
(1983), claim that African American religions have a liberatory or even radi 
Cal ethos at their core, which is much more pronounced at some times than 
at others, depending on the circumstances confronting the group at any par 
ticular time in its history. “African American resistance of white domination 
is part of the very essence of African American religious sensibility,” say Baer 
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and Singer. Quoting Marable, these authors write, “Blackwater [a termcuine 
by Marable to describe black religious sensibility, which he defines asavitd 


self-affirmation and authority” (1992, 40). 

I think it is important to establish that African Americans’ religious « 
pressions, be they Christian, Jewish, African Traditional, or Islamic, hi 
most often had this two-pronged approach, as described above: the seeking 
of a religious/spiritual faith for the individual, to sustain the soul or spirt 
of the person through whatever trials and tribulations confronted her,1 
well as a group response to the racism and injustice facing the group. Thi 
is especially important when one talks about Islam in the African America 
experience, since many have suggested that the Moorish Science Temple 
founded by Noble Drew Ali in 1913, and the Nation of Islam (NOI), beguny 
Fard Muhammad in 1930, cannot be called “religions” in the classical seas 
but rather were/are cults and/or black nationalist protest organizations, (¢ 
veloped to advance the political cause of black people. The scholars quote! 
above, as well as my personal experience, convince me that the NOI, which 


is the primary focus of this paper, and other heterodox expressions of Islan 


are religious and in keeping with more orthodox African American reli 
expressions. They are also expressions, on the part of the converts, of a blath 
nationalist sensibility that is a product of blacks’ exclusion from mainstream 
American life. 


Islam in America amongst African Americans 


There is some consensus, reports Jane Smith, that there are at least 6 millioo 
Muslims now living permanently in the United States and that at least 40 
percent of them are African American converts (1999, xii-xiii). These nut 
bers of African Americans include followers of W. D. Muhammad (the larges 
single African American Sunni Muslim organization, whose membership’ 
estimated to be close to 2 million), members of other Sunni Muslim groups 
and those who belong to “heterodox” groups that adhere to some other in 
terpretation of Islam, such as the Nation of Islam, led by Louis Farrakhan 
whose membership is said to range from 20,000 to 100,000, presently, and ht 
Ansaru Allah group. 

A barrage of recent scholarship has revealed that there is an old relation 
ship between African Americans and Islam. Most historians now agree thi! 
there has been an Islamic presence in the United States from the earliest times 
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Muslim evangelists who were merchants, conquerors, and scholars fanned 
out across West Africa several hundred years before Christians arrived. Many 
Africans were converted in the area between the Senegal and Gambia Riv- 
ers. This is the region from which huge numbers of Africans were captured, 
enslaved, and shipped west to the Americas. One of the excellent books on 
this enslavement of West African Muslims is Sylviane A. Diouf’s Servants of 
Allah: African Muslims Enslaved in the Americas (1998). Diouf estimates that 
from 10 to 25 percent of all enslaved Africans shipped to the Americas from 
the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries were Muslims. The best-selling 
autobiographical book Roots, and the TV documentary of the same name cre- 
ated from it, first brought to light, via Alex Haley’s distant relative, Kunte 
Kinte, how pervasive Islam was amongst the enslaved Africans. 

Most, if not all, of the memory of Islam died out amongst the captive Afri 
cans, who were stripped of their names, their languages, and their religions 
by the whites, who feared these brutalized strangers and their “heathen reli 
gions.” Given the circumstances, Africans over time adapted Christianity to 
their needs, and this Africanized form of Christianity became the religion of 
the overwhelming majority of the captives. 

Richard Brent Turner, in his Islam in the African American Experience(1997), 
has provided us with an excellent historical chronology of how Islam came 
back into the lives and consciousness of African Americans. He, among 
others, writes about the role of Edward Blyden in the resurrection of Islam 
amongst African Americans. In the late eighteenth century Edward Wilmot 
Blyden (1832-1912), known as the father of Pan Africanism, began promot 
ing Islam as a nationalist alternative to Christianity. “His 1887 book, ‘Chris 
tianity, Islam and the Negro Race,’ argued that Islam's racial tolerance and 
doctrine of brotherhood made it a more appropriate religion for people of 

African descent than Christianity” (Muwakkil 2002, 15). Blyden was a West 
Indian candidate for the Presbyterian ministry who came to the United States 
in 1850 to study at Rutgers Theological College. He was denied admission be 
Cause of his race (Turner 1997, 48). Also, the Fugitive Slave Act, which gave 
federal agencies unlimited powers to apprehend runaway slaves, was passed 
in 1850. The most frightening aspect of this law was that “free” blacks were 
Often seized as runaway slaves. This act, says Turner, was a landmark in the 
development of black nationalism, because the panic, terror, and turmoil that 
it caused amongst “free” blacks made many of them seriously contemplate 
the idea of emigration to Africa (Turner 1997, 48). Blyden, who was amongst 
those seized with the fear of being enslaved, felt that he could not remain in 
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the United States. Needing desperately to find a way to leave, Blyden threwin 
his lot with the American Colonization Society’ in order to bring “Chris 
ity and Civilization to the ‘barbarous tribes’ of Africa” (Turner 1997, 48). He 
arrived in Monrovia in January of 1851. Blyden was destined to become on 


Martin Delaney, Alexander Crummell, and Henry McNeal Turner, to nant 
the most famous of his contemporaries. These men and others planned and 
discussed various “back to Africa” plans to solve the problems of racism and 
slavery (Turner 1997, 48). 

In 1857, the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision further dashed the hopes 


of African Americans that slavery could be resolved quickly or peaceful 
This led to the flowering of black nationalism. Turner quotes Wilson]. Mo 
ses, who describes the period from 1850 to 1925 as the “Golden Age of B 


Nationalism.” Moses is quoted as writing: 


Black nationalism attempts to unify politically all black peoples whether t 
residents of African territories or descendants of those Africans who were di 
by the slave trade. Black nationalism has sometimes, but not always, been concerned 
with the quest for a nation in the geographical sense. But often it has been national: 
ism only in the sense that it seeks to unite the entire black racial family, assuming th 
entire race has a collective destiny and message for humanity comparable to that 
a nation. (1997, 49-50) 


Turner maintains that Blyden’s most important contribution to Pan At 
ricanist discourse was his use of West African Islam as a paradigm for black 
cultural nationalism. Blyden visited numerous Muslim areas in Liberia and 
Sierra Leone in the 1860s and 1870s and was favorably impressed by the eve! 
of learning and unity among African Muslims. He also admired the social 
and political organization of these communities, which he attributed to!s 
lam. Although he was a Christian minister, his experiences in West Afric 
led him to believe that there was no racial prejudice in Islam and that the 
religion's doctrine of brotherhood made it a more appropriate religion {ot 
people of African descent than Christianity. Blyden also saw the religion # 
a focal point for an internationalist perspective that would lead Africans" 
the Diaspora to think of themselves, in concert with the darker races of the 
world, as having an identity over and against Europeans and Americans. As 

Turner so rightly observes, African American Islam, when it would em 
in the twentieth century, would use this Pan African nationalism “to glo 


ize their religious/political discourse” (Turner 1997, 52). Blyden and other 
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black leaders of that time, says Turner, observed positive racial, cultural, and 
political separation among West African Muslims and used these character: 
istics in their Pan Africanist discourses as a paradigm for black community 
development (Turner 1997, 52-53). 

According to Turner, Blyden had an almost mystical view of Africa and the 
need for Africans’ return to power and authority over Africa. His mysticism 
drew heavily on the biblical verse “Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hand 
unto God.” It included many of the themes that we will see come to full frui- 
tion in the Nation of Islam—albeit with some significant changes—under 
the leadership of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, whose self-proclaimed 
title was “Messenger of Allah.” These similar themes include: First, stopping 
the decline of Africa. In the NOI, it was the decline of the black race. Sec 
ond, Africa’s redemption will be accompanied by a decline in the West. In 
the NOI, it was the change in the status of blacks that would accompany the 
decline of whites. Third, God will make a new covenant with black people. 
Fourth, “lack of civilization in Africa” was one of the causes of African slavery 
in the Western hemisphere. Lastly, the redemption of the black race lies in 
the destruction of the connection between slavery and blackness. In the NOI, 
redemption would come from Allah, who would destroy the whites and their 
societies. 

Blyden saw the unification of Africa leading to the establishment of a 
great civilization. Most important, for this discussion, are Blyden's views on 
race. Blyden believed that each race was an “organic type of being.” Each was 
endowed with a specific type of personality and divine mission. He believed 
in “black genetic racial purity’—a form of racial superiority or supremacy. 
This, of course, foreshadowed the Nation of Islam’s black racial superiority 
teachings by approximately eighty years. Turner sees a direct link to Blyden’s 
black racial superiority teachings, and he also sees Blyden's model for African 
unification and black power as an “extremely potent model for Pan African 
Tacial separatism and supremacy that was later adopted and expanded by 
leaders of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (the UNIA) [Mar 
cus Garvey’s Back to Africa Movement], the Nation of Islam and other black 
Muslim groups” (Turner 1997, 54). 

Several scholars of black religion categorize the Nation of Islam asa messi 
anic national sect, which they see as one variant of African American nation 
alism. Such a sect combines religious belief with the ultimate objective of 
achieving some degree of political, social, cultural, and/or economic auton 
Omy. These groups, say Baer and Singer, are generally founded by charismatic 
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178 
individuals regarded by their followers as “messiahs” or “messengers of Go, these in his efforts to bolster African American pride and self-confidence. It 
ifnot God in human form, who will deliver blacks from the oppressive yok was a successful strategy. C. Eric Lincoln, the noted African American soci 
of white dominance” (1992, 59). Central to the ideology of the messian 
tionalist sect is the repudiation of “Negro” identity as an oppressive whit 


creation and the substitution of a new ethnic identity predicated ona 


ologist, has written extensively on the movement, and he says that the NOI 
was “the most potent organized economic force in the black community” 
and that it was Mr. Muhammad and the charismatic teachings of Malcolm 
X that brought “a pronounced public awareness of a religion called Islam” to 


in the unique spiritual importance of black people. Baer and Singer list five ae i s ; . 
basic features of these groups. They are: the surface for the first time in American history (Lincoln and Mamiya 1984, 
163). Lincoln wrote: 
1. beliefin a glorious black past and subsequent “fall” from grace; , *- Fee 
2. vocal opposition to and criticism of American society and whites in general; Berane Tosquces 1d ad, ue a 4H Pi are) wie iad PAS ia 
3. anticipation of divine retribution against the white oppressors; Suddenly there wee a ueIEle eXOnC Teligious presence in the form ofa fuondred thou 
4. assertion of black sovereignty through the development of various ritual a sand Black Muslims—conspicuous in iNeir frequent rales ana fares and in their 
symbols, such as national flags, anthems, and dress, and a separatist economi grocery stores and restaurants and bakeries and other small businesses. The clean- 
base as well, plus, at least in some cases, an interest in territorial separation shaven young Muslims hawking their newspapers on the streets, celebrating their 
emigrationism; and nituals in the prisons, debating their beliefs in the media gave to the religion of Islam 
5. chiliastic and messianic expectations of a new golden age for black peopl @ projection and a prominence undreamed of in Christian North America... And 
(1992, 60) it was frequently argued in the black community that the Black Muslims had done 
more to exemplify black pride and dignity, and foster group unity, than some of the 
These groups constitute the most radical protest against and departure ftom more respectable middle-class organizations. (Lincoln and Mamiya 1984, 163) 
the institutions and conventions of the larger society. While these groups 
can and have chosen different religious expressions, the ones best known it Baer and Singer note that ideologically, messianic-nationalist sects pro 
the United States are those that adopt an Islamic orientation. The two most vide the most vehement religious critique of racism emanating from the 
famous are the Moorish Science Temple, founded by Noble Drew Ali (Timo African American experience. As in the NOI, their religious discourse tums 
thy Drew) in Newark, New Jersey, around 1913, and the NOI, founded in the the majority discourse on its head. In the NOI, Fard and Muhammad trans 
posed white racist interpretations of blacks asa cursed race into one in which 


1930s, first under the leadership of W. D. Fard and later that of Elijah Mu 
hammad (Elijah Poole). The NOI was by far the largest and most successful of 
these movements. There are others: the Hanafis of Washington, D.C,, and the 
Ansaru Allah Community of Brooklyn, to name two of the more well-known 


they constitute the first and most select human beings. Whites conversely 
are depicted as “diabolic beings working in opposition to the will of God.” 
Muhammad taught “Whites were ‘blue-eyed devils’ of low physical and 
moral stamina” (1992, 139). 


groups. 
The NOI under Elijah Muhammad taught that black people had inten Baer and Singer contend that messianic nationalism, as a distinct voice 
in African American religious life, emerged as a fairly explicit protest 


tionally been kept ignorant of “their origins, history, true names, [and] reli- 

gion” (Baer and Singer 1992, 120). He further taught that black people were movement against racism and social stratification in American society. | 

the original inhabitants of the earth and divine by nature. And, he went on would add that it was this feature of the NOI that attracted me and anumber 

the white race had only been created some six thousand years previously by of my friends and associates in the civil rights and Black Power movements to 

a black scientist named Yakub, through a series of genetic experiments that Membership in the group. Many who did not join nevertheless admired the 

bleached the original people of their color and their humanity. In NOI de group and were proud of its accomplishments and approved of its ideology. 
G Llewellyn Watson's analysis of the NOI and the Ras-Tafarian movement 


monology, “whites are referred to as ‘Yakub’s grafted devils.” 
Elijah Muhammad attacked whites in his many speeches and in his writ } in Jamaica certainly resonates with my memories of the NOI’s attraction 


ings. He often demonstrated whites’ shortcomings and used examples of for me. 


a one 
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Yet at the same time, I know that this was not the case for many of the 
members, particularly the women in the group who were devoutly commit 
ted to the movement as a religion and believed fervently in its teachings I 
seemed that more of the men whom I knew in the group were more polit 
cally motivated. Perhaps the main reason for the difference between my own 
motivation for joining and that of most of the women I met in the group 
stemmed from my own political motivations, which grew out of my nontr 
ditional role as a civil rights movement veteran who had helped to launch 
the Black Power movement within my organization, SNCC (Student Non 
Violent Coordinating Committee). Interestingly, while I went into the NOI 
because of its black-nationalist ethos and its economic “do for self” motto,! 
became very attracted to Islam as a religion after joining. I began to read the 
Quran, in addition to Mr. Muhammad's “Message to the Black Man’ (1965) 
and “How to Eat to Live” (1967). I ate one meal a day as we were instructed to 
do, fasted at the appointed time, and did my prayers assiduously. 

G. Llewellyn Watson, in writing about the NOI and Ras-Tafarians, states 


Neither of these movements should be summarily dismissed as ephemeral religicus 
cults. Religion per se is not their major attraction. Both are social protests which mow 
on a semi-religious vehicle, with emphasis on social action geared to transforminj 
their objective life situations. They are nationalistic and nationalism is political; ther 
foci move from one plan to another—from one based on the quest for religious exper 
ence to one grounded in the struggle for readjusting the status systems of their respec 
tive societies to accord with an ideal concept of society. (1973, 199) 


It is important to note, however, that not all of the scholars see the NOI asa 
political movement. E. U. Essien-Udom, who conducted extensive interviews 
with Muslims in preparation for his important work Black Nationalism (1962), 
is one of these. Essien-Udom maintains that while the Muslims’ objectives of 
establishing a black homeland and their image of a postapocalyptic Black 
Nation were political in theory, in practice, the NOI was “apolitical, as well as 
non-revolutionary because it eschewed any clear-cut political programas well 
as directinvolvement in local or national politics.” Instead, says Essien-Udom, 
“Muslim chiliasm claimed that the oppressor would be destroyed by Allahor 
that whites by their own inequities would destroy themselves” (in Baer and 
Singer 1992, 142). Essien-Udom wrote that the “revolutionary possibilities of 
the movement were mitigated by the ideology of the Nation and by the Mus 
lims’ need for achievement and status.” The most the Muslims may hope for, 
he wrote, was “work, watchfulness, and prayer” (Baer and Singer 1992, 143) 
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Baer and Singer do not agree with Essien-Udom and offer cogent rebuttals, 
which I will not go into in this chapter. Whether in actuality the movement 
was revolutionary or even radical is not what I want to tum my attention to 
at this point. However, it is important to end this section of the chapter with 
the fact that African Americans, converts and outsiders, viewed this move- 
ment both as Islamic and as the preeminent expression of black strivings for 
self-determination and empowerment. Claude Andrew Cleage III has writ 
ten one of the recent scholarly biographies of Elijah Muhammad (1997). He 
writes that Elijah Muhammad played a seminal role in the evolution of black 
nationalism, and Islam as an alternative religion in the twentieth century. He 
was the most prominent icon of the quasi-Islamic and racial separatist move 
ments that developed among African Americans following World War IL. As 
Cleage notes, many African Americans converted to the Islam of the NOI be 
cause it addressed both eschatological andearthly concerns(1997, xii). Cleage 
maintains that the reason earlier versions of Islam, such as the Ahmadiyya 
Movement, did not attract the following that the NOI did was because they 
did not adequately address the material reality of the emerging ghettos, nor 
did they satisfy the psychological need African Americans had to have their 
basic humanity and their destiny as a people forcefully affirmed by religious 
doctrine. Cleage suggests that it would take a teaching of strong medicine to 
pry African Americans away from their Christianity, which had psychologi 
cally sustained them through the slavery and early Jim Crow years. 
Iremember vividly when I first heard the teachings of Muhammad via his 
number one spokesman Malcolm X.] heard it ona 78 rpm vinyl record while 
Sitting in the small headquarters of the Laurel, Mississippi, Freedom Summer 
office where I was project director. I had already been in Mississippi for over 
six months. The Ku Klux Klan or their kind had burned our first headquar 
ters, one much nicer than the current one, to the ground. It had been really 
hard to get anyone else in Laurel to rent to us for fear that he too would lose 
his property at the hands of racist arsonists. A black man sympathetic to our 
Cause rented us a three-room shotgun-style clapboard house with a tin roof. 
It did have electricity and cold running water inside. We were glad to get it 


Someone sent me the Malcolm X record and putit onto listen one day when 
Twas alone in the building. Listening to it was like receiving what | imagine 
electric shock therapy must feel like. It both terrified me and thrilled me at 


the same time. This man was saying something that I never expect 


in’ my life. To me, he was telling the unvarnished truth to the white man 
Spitting it out in his face; he was making it plain and I loved it. It would b 
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Yet at the same time, I know that this was not the case for many of te 
members, particularly the women in the group who were devoutly commit 
ted to the movement as a religion and believed fervently in its teachings I 
seemed that more of the men whom I knew in the group were more pli 
cally motivated. Perhaps the main reason for the difference between my own 
motivation for joining and that of most of the women I met in the group 
stemmed from my own political motivations, which grew out of my nontr 
ditional role as a civil rights movement veteran who had helped to launch 
the Black Power movement within my organization, SNCC (Student Non 
Violent Coordinating Committee). Interestingly, while I went into the NOI 
because of its black-nationalist ethos and its economic “do for self” motto,! 
became very attracted to Islam as a religion after joining. I began to read the 
Quran, in addition to Mr. Muhammad's “Message to the Black Man” (1965) 
and “How to Eat to Live” (1967). I ate one meal a day as we were instructed 0 
do, fasted at the appointed time,’ and did my prayers assiduously. 

G. Llewellyn Watson, in writing about the NOI and Ras-Tafarians, states: 


Neither of these movements should be summarily dismissed as ephemeral religious 
cults, Religion per se is not their major attraction. Both are social protests which move 
on a semi-religious vehicle, with emphasis on social action geared to transforming 
their objective life situations. They are nationalistic and nationalism is political; the 
foci move from one plan to another—from one based on the quest for religious exper: 
ence to one grounded in the struggle for readjusting the status systems of their respe: 
tive societies to accord with an ideal concept of society. (1973, 199) 


It is important to note, however, that not all of the scholars see the NOlas2 
political movement. E. U. Essien-Udom, who conducted extensive interviews 
with Muslims in preparation for his important work Black Nationalism(1962), 
is one of these. Essien-Udom maintains that while the Muslims’ objectives of 
establishing a black homeland and their image of a postapocalyptic Black 
Nation were political in theory, in practice, the NOI was “apolitical, as well as 
non-revolutionary because it eschewed any clear-cut political programaswell 
as direct involvementin local or national politics.” Instead, says Essien-Udom, 
“Muslim chiliasm claimed that the oppressor would be destroyed by Allah ot 
that whites by their own inequities would destroy themselves’ (in Baer and 
Singer 1992, 142). Essien-Udom wrote that the “revolutionary possibilities of 
the movement were mitigated by the ideology of the Nation and by the Mus 
lims’ need for achievement and status.” The most the Muslims may hope fo', 
he wrote, was “work, watchfulness, and prayer” (Baer and Singer 1992, 143} 
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Baer and Singer do not agree with Essien-Udom and offer cogent rebuttals, 
which I will not go into in this chapter. Whether in actuality the movement 
was revolutionary or even radical is not what I want to turn my attention to 
at this point. However, it is important to end this section of the chapter with 
the fact that African Americans, converts and outsiders, viewed this move 
ment both as Islamic and as the preeminent expression of black strivings for 
self-determination and empowerment. Claude Andrew Cleage II] has writ 
ten one of the recent scholarly biographies of Elijah Muhammad (1997). He 
writes that Elijah Muhammad played a seminal role in the evolution of black 
nationalism, and Islam as an alternative religion in the twentieth century. He 
was the most prominent icon of the quasi-Islamic and racial separatist move- 
ments that developed among African Americans following World War IL. As 
Cleage notes, many African Americans converted to the Islam of the NOI be 
cause it addressed both eschatological andearthly concerns(1997, xii). Cleage 
maintains that the reason earlier versions of Islam, such as the Ahmadiyya 
Movement, did not attract the following that the NOI did was because they 
did not adequately address the material reality of the emerging ghettos, nor 
did they satisfy the psychological need African Americans had to have their 
basic humanity and their destiny as a people forcefully affirmed by religious 
doctrine. Cleage suggests that it would take a teaching of strong medicine to 
pry African Americans away from their Christianity, which had psychologi 
cally sustained them through the slavery and early Jim Crow years. 
Iremember vividly when I first heard the teachings of Muhammad via his 
number one spokesman Malcolm X. | heard it ona 78 rpm vinyl record while 
sitting in the small headquarters of the Laurel, Mississippi, Freedom Summer 
office where I was project director. I had already been in Mississippi for over 
six months. The Ku Klux Klan or their kind had burned our first headquar 
ters, one much nicer than the current one, to the ground. It had been really 
hard to get anyone else in Laurel to rent to us for fear that he too would lose 
his property at the hands of racist arsonists. A black man sympathetic to our 
Cause rented us a three-room shotgun-style clapboard house with a tin roof 
It did have electricity and cold running water inside. We were glad to get it 
Someone sent me the Malcolm X record and I putit on to listen one day when 
Iwas alone in the building. Listening to it was like receiving what I imagine 
electric shock therapy must feel like. It both terrified me and thrilled me at 
the same time. This man was saying something that I never expected to hear 
in my life. To me, he was telling the unvarnished truth to the white man, 
Spitting it out in his face; he was making it plain and | loved it. It would be 
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several years before I joined the movement, only after I had been throw 
many more trials and tribulations in the civil rights movement and its bin 
ing of its Black Power wing. It would be a long while before I was seized by: 
black-nationalist fervor that would eventually lead me into membership in 
the NOI. 

The space of this chapter does not allow for me to go intoa lengthy discus 
sion of my conversion to and time in the NOI. But as I have stated above, | was 
drawn into it because of its black-nationalist message and the hope it held 
out to me of black people doing for themselves and separating from racist 
white America, which I believed, at the point I joined, was irredeemably rt 
ist and would never be able to integrate African Americans into US. society 
as full-fledged citizens of equal worth. 


Why Conversion? 


Converts found something unique in the NOI. In the early years most wert 
poor, relocated Southerners who felt alienated in cold and impersonal cit 
ies like Detroit, Chicago, Cleveland, and other large metropolitan areas 0! 
the Midwest and later the East Coast. The Muslims’ conception of moralit) 
added order and a sense of dignity to the lives of many African Americans 
who had consumed alcohol and tobacco, perhaps fornicated or committed 
adultery, and possibly even engaged in crime. Also important were the rituals 
and symbols of the group, which impressed upon the new convert a sense! 
pride and belonging. The new convert felt that she was a significant part of 
larger entity destined for some great purpose, says Cleage. This was certain) 
the sense I received when talking to the Believers, especially the ones wh0 
had been in the movement for a long time. A few of them even remembered 
W. D. Fard. They truly believed the teachings and were confidently awaiting 
the day when destruction would come down upon the white world andblack 
people would be elevated to their rightful position in the world. 

The converts received a sense of moral authority, an intense notion of t0 
getherness or nationalism, says Cleage. I agree with this assessment. 

Even I, as a skeptic in their midst, could let myself escape to the NOI's ut 
pian vision and pray that it was true. While I often disliked the leadership,! 
was very fond of the rank and file members (especially the women and tht 
older men), who were so sincere and so dedicated. I knew that I had an alte? 
native if this movement proved to be bogus, but I was very worried abou! 
these little people who were giving so much of their time and their resources 
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for this dream, this hope of “heaven here on earth, free of the white man.” 
Perhaps it was because they reminded me of the devout believers in the Bap- 
tist church that I grew up in. The longer I remained in the group, the more 
suspicious I became and the more concerned for the thousands of Believers, 
especially the ones I had come to know and love. 

Cleage writes about the symbols of the NOI and their importance. These in 
cluded: the Muslim Star and Crescent; Elijah Muhammad himself as a divinely 
commissioned potentate; the NOI National Flag, which was an important part 
of the members’ identity, just as the flag of any national state is important to 
its citizens. I remember well the emotion that members associated with the 
flag, which was very akin to a form of patriotism. The background of the flag 
was red—color of the sun, which members were told emits “light and life.” 
There was a five-pointed star-and-crescent moon, which was white on the flag 
Believers were taught that the star represented the five senses, and the cres 
cent moon represented the equilibrium of the earth's water. At each comer 
of the flag was a letter, F, J, E, and 1, which stood for Freedom, Justice, Equality, 
which “I” own (Cleage 1997, 102). The flag was seen by many of the members 
as mystical and magical. Believers were taught that it had protective powers 
toshield them from harm; therefore all should wear a replica of it on their per 
son and display it in their homes, and it was always flown at the meetings 

In 1940, a national anthem was added to the movement's symbols. This 
was sung at all meetings prior to prayer. Its words spoke of NOI members as a 
“superior, martial people” (Cleage 1997, 103). It played upon the racial pride 
of the people. One could see tears well up in many Believers’ eyes, especially 
the women, when the anthem was sung. 

Even the structure of the NOI made many converts feel assured in the 
knowledge that black people could organize and run institutions in an ef 
ficient and orderly fashion. There was much pride in this structure. “The 
structure was organized to give such an impression. The organizational hi 
erarchy was that of a ‘military theocracy’ arranged along dictatorial lines 
It was designed to give a sense of order and respect for stratified authority” 
(Cleage 1997, 103). There were reverence and pomp surrounding import 

Officials in the group, which conferred a certain mystique upon the office 
and the officeholder (Cleage 1997, 103). As a person who came out of the ul 
trademocratic structure of SNCC (Student Non-Violent Coordinating Com 
mittee), with its antihierarchical and antiauthoritarian ethos, I, too, became 
enthralled at the beginning of my time in the movement with the pomp and 


ceremony. 


EE ee 


184 TRAJECTORIES AND PARADIGHs 


This had the intended effect upon the convert, who had rarely ifeve 
black people conducting themselves with such discipline and confident 
aloofness. If my experience is any indication, just seeing the presence of uri 
formed Black Muslim officials, replete with orderly military marches, sal 
and other mannerisms, served as an excellent recruitment device among 
young and impressionable African Americans. The Fruit of Islam (FOI), with 
its precision drilling, attractive uniforms, legendary discipline, and reputa 
tion for no nonsense, was another real inducement to young males to con 
vert. Malcolm X recalls in his autobiography that the Messenger told him, 
during his first one-on-one meeting with him, to “Go after the young peopl’ 
(Cleage 1997, 134). Of course, we all know that this is exactly what Malcolm 
did, with great success. He was just the man to do the job. 

After the movement began to grow by leaps and bounds with Malcolm 
as national spokesperson, Mr. Muhammad went after the middle class with 
increasing success. His appeal to this group was “to come and help lift your 
race.” Stop giving all your talents to white society, which in the end just uss 
your talents against you. This message, like the black-nationalist one, was 


very appealing to me. 

I had dedicated the previous four years of my life to “race-upliftment’ in 
the civil rights movement; at this point, I was ready to dedicate a large parto! 
my life to this movement, or so I thought. Unlike the SNCC, however, there 
was really no place for a woman to exercise what I considered real leadership 
as it had been in SNCC.* As I was to learn later, my role as a woman in the NO! 
was to be “a symbol of purity and chastity” and to be obedient and submis 
sive to male authority, and the hallmark of my existence was that of mother 
of many children and a dutiful wife and helper to my husband, to whom! 
should defer in all matters of importance. 


Women in the Nation of Islam 


I left the movement five years after I joined due to my disenchantment ove! 
a number of things, including the emphasis on money and the “forced” pay 
ment of dues, tithes, newspaper sales money, bake sales moneys, the receipts 
from the endless fund-raisers, which burdened the poor people in the orge 
nization mercilessly; the extravagant lifestyles of the “Royal” Muhammad 
Family; the structural and militaristic hierarchy, to which the Believers were 
forced to submit; the authoritarian and sometimes brutal nature of some of 
the leadership; the hinted-at and actual violent punishments meted out t0 
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the disobedient; and last, but certainly not least for me, the horrible second 
ary status of women in the movement. 

From my list of grievances above, you can see that there were many things 
that I had difficulty with in the NOI’s practice. In this section of the essay, 
I will focus on one of the particularly irksome ones for me: the status of 
women in the NOI. I also want to look at how the NOI’s teachings and prac- 
tices regarding women have influenced women's position in other black-na 
tionalist formations of which I was a member and how they have continued 
to shape women’s status in contemporary African American Sunni Muslim 
formations. 

The majority of Believers in the NOI were male, but women were a signifi 
cant group within the Muslim fold. Cleage writes: 


Black womanhood and the images of purity, domesticity, and piety that the Believ 
ers associated with it [were] a prominent part of [NOI] Muslim doctrine. The train- 
ing of women and girls who aspired to the Nation’s standards of feminine grace and 
cultured refinement was a mainstay of the organization. ... There were mandatory 
meetings for all the Believers on Wednesdays, Fridays and Sundays. Additionally fe 
male Believers also participated in nursing classes on Tuesday nights and a “culture 
and civilization” course on Thursday nights. The MGT-GCC [Muslim Girls Train 
ing and General Civilization Course]; the comprehensive women’s program, taught 
gymnastics,° cooking, sewing, and household management as well as child rearing, 
and the “proper” approach to gender relations. (1997, 101) 


The NOI women were known by their attire, their long dresses and turbans. 
On Sundays women had to wear their official uniforms, which were man 
ufactured in the organization's garment factory. They were either white or 
cream-colored and were fairly expensive for a poor woman to afford. Yet they 
were a requirement. Women unable to afford the “official uniform” were of 
ten harassed for not wearing one and belittled until they found some way to 
purchase one (Tate 1997).? NOI women were said to be placed on pedestals, 
jealously guarded, and segregated in public meetings. NOI women were not 
to shake hands with men, nor were they to mingle with nonrelated males 
As I have learned throughout my long experience in black-nationalist 
groups, religious and secular, when women are put on “pedestals,” it usually 
Means that they are being discriminated against. Cl writes about the 
clearly secondary status of the women in the NOl as 
who conducted the services, decided how funds would 
the important decisions for individual Muslim families and the organization 


pared to the men, 


be spent, and made 
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in general (1997, 102). The image of virtuous black womanhood presented 
the public through Muslim displays of chivalry and propaganda often gave 
outsiders the impression that female Believers actually held a superior place 
in the temple. I found out that this was simply a mirage. The reality of NOI 
gender affairs and the power relations between the genders were anything 
but what they seemed. Cleage writes about how this pedestal upon which 
women had been placed was constructed by men and reports that women 
could be cast aside when a “female Believer needed a good smack in the face 
for challenging the will of her male counterpart” (1997, 102). 

I never saw a woman hit by a man in the temple. But I was aware that 
corporal punishment was permitted. It seems, however, that physical pun 
ishment was used primarily on men, who either had to submit to whipping 
or be “put on punishment,” which most often meant banishment from the 
community for a set period of time. 

Elijah Muhammad taught that black women were both the mothers of 
civilization and “man’s field to produce his nation.” They were praised as the 
nurturers and the first teachers of the children. Modest attire and a pious, 
chaste demeanor were used to denote their respected place in the race. Men 
were to exercise power and control over women. Women were to be discour 
aged, even by coercion if necessary, from mixing with white men, behaving 
promiscuously, or committing adultery. Birth control was not permitted and 
abortion was prohibited for “religious reasons and to prevent the lowering of 
the African American birthrate” (Cleage 1997, 186). 

Elijah Muhammad also taught that “men had more powerful brains than 
women” since men “were made to rule” (Cleage 1997, 186). He taught that 
the husband had to have something above and beyond the wife (be supe 
rior to her in some way—for example, financially or educationally) to en 
sure her comfort and psychological well-being. The Messenger’s official 
view of women and their place in the NOI emphasized the theme of “beauty, 
purity, and domesticity, bound together by the vigilance and domination of men” 
(Cleage 1997, 186). 

Muslims, especially women, were to marry within the group. Divorce was 
permitted but frowned upon. Members were punished severely for adultery, 
often being expelled. Modesty, thrift, and service were recommended as wom 
en’s chief concern. Men were constantly reminded to protect black women 
(Lee 1996, 30). As one finds amongst many groups who believe that they are 
the chosen people, Muslim women and children were exalted for their role 
in continuing the race. Two priorities for the NOI were: first, training women 
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to be good wives and mothers, and second, the education of the youth (Lee 
1996, 31). 

Elijah Muhammad believed that there was a birth control conspiracy in 
the country aimed at African Americans. Mr. Muhammad wrote the follow 
ing about this conspiracy: 


America desires to keep us a subjugated people. So she [the U.S.] therefore wants to 
stop our birth (as Pharaoh did). The birth control Law or Act of today is directed at 
the so-called Negroes and not at the American whites. They are seeking to destroy our 
race through our women. (In Lee 1996, 31) 


Elijah Muhammad, like many conservative religious leaders, often blames 
women for the downfall of the group. He taught that while all blacks were 
susceptible to the devil’s wiles, it was women who were his easiest target. 
Continuing further with this line of thinking, Mr. Muhammad taught that 
the serpent that tempted Eve in the Book of Genesis reappears in the Book of 
Revelations to tempt women again. According to the Messenger: 


It is his [the devil’s] first and last trick to deceive the people of God through the woman 
or with the woman. He is using his woman to tempt the black man. He [the white 
man] stands before the so-called Negro woman to deceive her by feigning love and 
love making with her. (Elijah Muhammad 1965, 127) 


Mr. Muhammad often cited the difficulty he had recruiting women into the 
fold as evidence of women’s resistance to the truth. At the time he wrote Mes- 
Sage to the Blackman (196s), the ratio of men to women in the NOI was five 
to one. 

Malcolm X imbibed and taught sexist views of women. Michael Eric Dy 
son has written several perceptive critiques about Malcolm's negative teach 
ings on women, in spite of Malcolm’s iconic status for most politically con 
Scious African Americans. Dyson wrote: 


Unfortunately, as was the case with most of his black nationalist compatriots and 
civil rights advocates, Malcolm cast black liberation in terms of masculine self. 
Yealization. Malcolm’s zealous trumpeting of the social costs of black male cultural 
emasculation went hand in hand with his often aggressive, occasionally vicious, put 
downs of black women. These slights of black women reflected the demonology of 
the Nation of Islam, which not only viewed racism as an ill from outside its group, 
but argued that women were a lethal source of deception and seduction from within. 
Hence Nation of Islam women were virtually desexualized through “modest” dress, 
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kept under the close supervision of men, and relegated to the background while ther 
men took center stage. Such beliefs reinforced the already inferior position of bac 
women in black culture... It is this aspect of Malcolm's public ministry that has 
been adopted by contemporary black urban youth, including rappers and filmmat: 
ers. Although Malcolm would near the end of his life renounce his sometimes-vitrol 
denunciations of black women, his contemporary followers have not often f 


suit. (1995, 10-11) 


The Nation, like the rest of the Black Power movement, continued its 
subordination of women. NOI went against the grain of societal change thit 
began in the 1970s and ’8os, making no significant efforts to liberalize itsdo 
trines or practices regarding the masculine hold on power in the movement 
Quite amazingly, Cleage says he found no evidence of discontent amon 
women in the movement. The Nation continued to be gender-stratified and 
obscenely hierarchical. Cleage says that this was the case in spite of the neg 
ligible influence of female Believers on the affairs of the NOI. His research 
uncovered disparaging treatment of women in some temples. According 
to a newsletter of the Newark temple, quoted by Cleage, a woman could be 
suspended for ninety days for voicing her opinion about matters outside her 
rightful sphere (1997, 242). He also reports cases, particularly in the South 
where ministers laughed in the faces of women who complained of abuse 
at the hands of their Muslim husbands. He also learned that older women 
members informed the national headquarters in Chicago about beatings in 
flicted upon female members, but apparently to little avail. Cleage says that 
there were no reports of such beatings amongst New York Muslims. He rt 
ports that Muhammad was not against corporal punishment of followers, 
even women who did not know their place (1997, 242). The leaders were able 
to manipulate the movement's religious symbols in such a way as to subor 
dinate gender, age, and personality conflicts to the racial socioeconomic and 

educational commonalities that bonded the members together. There was 
definitely a “quasi-national culture” and “consciousness” among converts 
that stressed absolute loyalty to Elijah Muhammad, as well as selfless service 


to the NOI (1997, 102). 


Conclusion 


Elijah Muhammad and his NOI were dedicated to equating blackness with 
power and initiative. He had a prolonged impact on black consciousness 
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unlike any other individual or group. For the Believers as well as the thou- 
sands of nonmembers, Elijah Muhammad and the NOI stood for black self- 
help, cultural regeneration (or redefinition), and moral living. All the subse- 
quent Black Power and black-nationalist movements, writings, and activities 
have been influenced by Elijah Muhammad and the NOI. 

Inthe NOI asin the Black Power movement, black power most often did not 
extend to black women. The official policy of respecting and protecting black 
womanhood was meant to seem attractive to converts, but appearances were 
often misleading, as it masked gross gender inequalities and biases. Unfortu 
nately, much of the misogyny and sexism of the group has carried over into 
the African American Sunni Islamic groups of today. I continue to be shocked 
and displeased at how, in most African American mosques with which I am 
acquainted, women are marginalized and forced to submit to male authority 
in their religious and personal lives. Erroneous interpretations of the Qur'an 
and selective usages of hadith that support gender segregation and subordi- 
nation now justify such marginalization and subjugation.’ 


Notes 


1. The American Colonization ethnicity,’ he had to destroy that aspect of 


Society was established in 1816 by white the white race’s invincibility that made 
Americans for the purpose of making a black inferiority and self-hatred possible 
homeland for free black Americans. These —_ ona deep psychological level” (2002), 
white colonialists were viewed skeptically 3. NOI Muslims fasted during the 
by African Americans, as they tended not period of the year that included Christmas 
tospeak out against racism and slavery in and New Year's. This was our Ramadan. 
America, One can see the psychological motive in 

2. Salim Muwakkil notes that Richard scheduling the Fast during the time when 
Tumer and other scholars who have as most Americans are spending for Christ 
sessed the NOI’s teachings say that these mas and preparing for their biggest meal of 
teachings have to be understood in con the year. 
text. “Fard’s race-based depictions of the 4. Of course, exercising leadership in 
Islamic message were made necessary by SNCC as a woman was also beset with dif 
African Americans’ peculiar racial history. _ ficulties, but nothing like what I experi 
The mythic ideal that placed blond, blue enced in the NOI 
eyed northern Europeans at the pinnacle 5. I must admit to being very annoyed 
Ofaracial hierarchy and black people at that these two female institutions, MGT 
the nadir was the guiding principle in and GCC (Muslim Girls Training and Gen 
Wester racial thinking. ... Before Fard 
Could restore his converts’ knowledge of 
their ‘true names, history, religion and 


eral Civilization Course), referred to those 
taking the classes as “girls,” given that 


many of the people in them were women 
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and not girls, women who were sometimes 
senior citizens. 

6, What the author calls gymnastics 
was really just quasi-military-style 
drilling. Women were not taught martial 
arts, as were the men who made up 
the Fruit of Islam (FOI), the men’s elite 
security forces, who could put fear and 
trembling into Believers and nonbelievers 
who ran afoul of the NOI. Some of the 
FOI also served as a “morality police” who 
kept the Believers, especially the Sisters, 

in line. 

7. Sonsyrea talks about the humili- 
ation showered upon one woman who 
could not afford to purchase an official 
uniform, and wore a homemade one in 
stead, by the “Sister Captain,” who wielded 
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CHAPTERS 


Feminism and Conversion 
Comparing British, Dutch, and South African Life Storis 


Margot Badran 


ee foundational text of Islamic feminism was written by a woma 
convert to Islam. The text is Qur'an and Woman. It was first publishedin 
1992 and was republished in 1999. The author is Amina Wadud, an Af 
American and a professor of Islamic theology who calls herself a scholar 
activist. Feminism and conversion to Islam, however, have remained virt 
ally unlinked as subjects of analysis in both the scholarly and popular lit 
erature. Indeed, they have constituted rigidly separate categories of inquin 
almost as if they were antithetical. 

The spread of conversions to Islam, especially in countries of the West ise 
phenomenon of the late twentieth century continuing its rapid growth int 
the present century, with women constituting the largest numbers of thes 
new Muslims. A concurrent phenomenon is the global rise of Islamic fem! 
nism, a discourse, grounded in the Quran, that articulates full gender equality 
and social justice across the public and private spheres, and activisms bastd 
upon this. Among Muslims it is the cutting-edge feminism, pushing inquit) 
and activism into new zones. Conversion to Islam and Islamic feminism a 


dress intersecting religious, societal, and cultural needs, and both raise had 
questions. If the present numbers of women converts are large—and exceed 
the numbers of male converts worldwide—the numbers of Islamic feminists 
are small, but they are vocal and growing. The acceleration of Muslim con 
versions and the rise of Islamic feminism both occurred in the wake of the 
surfacing of political Islam and subsequent broader Islamic cultural revival 
Conversions to Islam and Islamic feminism have also spread during a m0 
ment when the “new racism,” or “cultural racism,” and more specifically Is 
lamophobia, are on the rise in the West. 

The gender projects of Islamic feminism and political Islam are diamett 
cally opposed. The implementation of the Qur’anic message of gender equ! 
ity and social justice that Islamic feminism supportsis challenged by political 
Islam, which promotes a patriarchal gender system upholding the hegemony 
of men over women that is anchored in male dominance in the family and 
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extends into society. While large-scale conversion to Islam predominates in 

the West, political Islam originates in the old Muslim-majority societies of 
Africa and Asia, although its outreach is now global. The current “cultural 

racism” and Islamophobia have predominantly, but not exclusively, surfaced 

in the West. Islamic feminism arose and continues to spread simultaneously 

in both the West and in old established Muslim societies. Iran, for example, is 

an important pioneering site of the production of Islamic feminist discourse. 

Islamic feminism, with its calls for the implementation of gender equality 

and social justice, is anathema to the projects of patriarchal political Islam 

and of cultural racism/Islamophobia, wherever they may exist. 

I come to the subject of conversion and feminism as a historian and gen 
der studies scholar with a longtime focus on feminisms among Muslims and 
others in the Middle East, and a more recent concern with the production of 
Islamic feminism(s) globally. My contribution is based on oral histories and 
open-ended interviews with Muslim women converts, methods I used in my 
research on the rise of Muslim women’s feminism in the Middle East more 
than three decades ago. Many of us pioneering in the new field of women’s 
history in the late 1960s and the 1970s (in my case, the history of Egyptian 
women’s feminism) sought oral accounts from women on their own lives, 
as women and their experience were largely missing in the written record 
and thus “hidden from history.” Today, Muslim women converts and their ac- 
counts are not hidden; to the contrary, they are highly visible (van Nieuwkerk, 
this volume). What is still largely hidden are converts’ feminist stories. 

In this chapter I examine Muslim women converts’ approaches to Islamic 
feminism fully aware that I am moving in uncharted waters. This explor- 
atory look at Muslim women converts’ engagements with feminism con 
nects Muslim conversion literature with the literature on Islamic feminism 
Tundertake a comparative study moving beyond the usual practice of exam 
ining conversion within national or regional frameworks and the tendency 
tofocus on conversion mainly in the West.? The subject of feminism and con 
version is part of the story of the politics of new Muslim communities in the 
West, of new Muslim sociologies in the West, indeed of new Wests. It is en 
meshed with identity politics and citizens’ rights. It connects with the story 
Of migration and concomitant cultural transfer and cultural re-creation. It 
1§ part of the story of the contemporary production of Islamic knowledge 
at different locations around the globe. It is integral to the story of building 
modern progressive democracies in the East and South. It is about refigur 
ing new publics both in Western countries and in Muslim societies in the 
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East and South. I intend to suggest new directions and new ways of thinking 
about Muslim female conversion and about Islamic feminism in multipk 


contexts. 

l investigate convert women’s approaches to feminism through persona 
interviews and oral histories—which together constitute part of the lif 
stories—of a select group of women. I deliberately privilege the voices of 
the women converts claiming that both tone and content are illuminating 
I suggest that these women display approaches to issues of agency and at 
thority, and gender-progressive readings of Islam, that are ascendant. | find 
that they are gesturing toward Islamic feminism and/or are in Islamic femi 
nist space in different ways. I do not pretend that the women presented here 
are representative of the majority of converts at this moment in history, but 
see them as being in the vanguard of a coming “revolution” in gender jus 
tice as idea and practice in Islam. I am eager to chart early movement in tha! 
direction 

My basic argument is simple: that in the nexus of living, believing, and 

(continual) learning, some Muslim women converts come to Islamic fem! 
nism. Analytically I distinguish three stages: the path to conversion, the me- 
ment of embrace, and postconversion experience. While the three may be 
seen as distinct, they also form a continuum, with the first two stages impact 
ing postconversion experience. In the conversion process and postconver 
sion experience I look at the relational and rational elements (Allievi 1998 
and intertwined issues of agency and authority, finding in the complicated 
mix keys to understanding converts’ moves to Islamic feminism. 

I argue that the logical and lived contradictions that women encounter 
after conversion, along with unfulfilled promises, impel some new Muslims 
to return to y the | Our’ an for inspiration and answers.and that this, along with 
other readings on women and Islam, pushes them toward Islamic feminism 
It is not coincidental that for both convert women and Islamic feminists 
the Quran is the central text. In analyzing the women converts’ approaches 
to Islam and gender, I work with the notion of a “prior text” (Wadud 1999) 
and what I choose to call a “missing prior text.” Some convert women bring 
with them a “prior text of feminism” or progressive gender ideas. All convert 
women bring with them a “missing prior text” of Islam (a belief in, and all that 
goes into shaping everyday ideas and practices of born Muslims enculturated 
into, the religion). Convert women, Targue, often experience contradictions 


between the Islamic ideal and its s practice Tore acutely, or ina more ra Taw way, 
than many born Muslims, for whom these contradictions may have become 


FEMINISM AND CONVERSION 195 


“naturalized” over time. Converts have not inherited coping mechanisms, 
thus compelling some to work through these inconsistencies. Yet, I hasten 
to stress, there are born Muslims in old Muslim-majority societies in Africa 
andlAsial who fave felt the contradictions and injustices, as attested to by 
their feminist discourse and activism (Badran 1995; Badran and Cooke 1990, 
2004). They have dared to question “naturalized” patriarchal discourses and 
acts and have subjected them to scrutiny within their own inherited systems, 
as have growing numbers of born Muslims living in the West (Barlas 2002). 

It is crucial to observe the contexts in which convert women’s Islamic 
feminism emerges. It will be observed in this chapter that the converts from 
the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and South Africa au fond confront 
the same basic issue of the conflict between the Quranic ideals and Muslim 
practice that sustains patriarchal hegemony. But there are different ways this 
plays out. In new Muslim communities in the West, in the United Kingdom 
orthe Netherlands, for example, Muslim women converts get caught up in is 
sues ofidentity and identity politics vis-a-vis their larger societies. Their mar- 
Mages to new Europeans, who most frequently are born Muslims, and their 
Tepositioning inside their own societies are complicating elements. There 
areno large, organized movements of Islamic feminism on the ground with 
which new Muslim women in the countries of Europe—in the United King- 
dom or the Netherlands, for example—may associate. In South Africa, on the 
other hand, there is an organized, militant movement of Islamic feminism 
Ratnot only can convert women join but into which they are welcomed. 

Torganize my chapter into the following sections: converts who tell sto 
ties; methodology, concepts, and definitions; agency activated/deactivated; 
authority asserted/suppressed; the nexus of living, believing, and learning 
(including information-seeking, self-help, and awareness, a Dutch story; 
developing consciousness, organizing converts, a British story; and double 
embrace, a South African story); and a final section, new Muslims for anew 
Islam. 


Converts Who Tell Stories 


My interest in converts and feminism goes back more than a decade, when 
Tbegan to speculate that those coming newly to Islam without old cultural 
baggage might be less likely to get stalled in repetitive debates over termi 
Nology, cultural imperialism, and authenticity, as so often happens to those 
bominto Islam in older Muslim societies. Perhaps, I thought, new Muslims 
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would be able to tackle core issues and thus move the debates forward. rs 


cuing discussion of Islam and feminism from the quagmire in which 
often gets stuck. My desire to investigate feminism among converts wasn 
wittingly jump-started in South Africa in 2001 and 2002 while | was taking 
oral histories as part of my research on Islamic feminism. At one point]n- 


ticed that women converts were among the most articulate and committe 
exponents of Islamic feminism. The stories of three of them form partof 
chapter. Earlier, at an international conference of Muslim women in Kh 
toum in 1996 organized by women affiliated with the Islamist regime in 
Sudan, I met two British converts and discovered through private conv 
tion how they combined a commitment to Islam and feminist sensibil 
met one of them again recently, and she in turn introduced me to anothet 
British woman, who I discovered only in the course of our meeting wasn0ti 
convert but on the path to conversion. The stories of these two women al 
inform this chapter. While all of the above encounters were serendipitous 
my meetings with Dutch women were planned. I took the opportunity, while 


in Leiden continuing my work on comparative Islamic feminisms at then 
stitute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World (ISIM), to talk with Dutch 
converts about Islam and feminism. I spontaneously met some convertsit 
lectures and events and deliberately sought out other women reputed tobe 
either feminists or feminist-friendly.* 

I conducted conversations and took oral histories from nine women 2 
2002 and 2003. All the converts came to Islam between 1995 and 2000, excep! 
for one who embraced Islam in 1986. I recognized that the woman still 00 
the conversion path might offer the fresh insights of one moving towards 
lam and therefore have included her in this exploration. When I speak oftht 
converts in this chapter, I refer to the group of eight, but when I speak of tht 
women who gave oral histories and interviews, I refer to the group of niné 
The converts I interviewed come from the Netherlands, South Africa, and the 
United Kingdom. Thus, they all belong to Muslim minority societies. How 
ever, South African Muslims constitute long-established communities, whilt 
Muslims in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom belong to communitits 
of recent formation. South Africa experienced colonial rule that ended onl) 
recently, while the Netherlands and Britain were colonizers and each forme 
part of the colonial domination of South Africa. Among the group of wome! 
interviewed, two (from South Africa) call themselves “colored” (in South A! 
rican terminology, meaning of mixed race), while the others are identified 
“white.”5 Race-ing also enters into the conversion stories in the West, whe! 
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Muslims of immigrant origins are constructed as “black” or “brown,” with 
this coding casting a long shadow. In the South African case, the one white 
and two “colored” women entered the larger Indian/Malay Muslim commu 
nity, whereas the African converts, who are numerically predominant over- 
allamong Muslim converts, tend mainly (but not always) to become part of 
African Muslim communities.° Race thus plays out differently in the case of 
Muslim converts in South Africa. 

The converts are all well educated, most having taken degrees from uni- 
versities or other institutions of higher learning, while two are presently 
completing university degrees. Apart from the two who are still students, 
the women are all professionally employed, except for one who has in recent 
years turned to full-time activism. Seven of the eight convert women were 
previously Roman Catholics and one formerly Anglican, as is the woman on 
the conversion path, while two come from nonreligious backgrounds. One of 
the converts initially embraced Sunni Islam and then tured to Shi'i Islam. 
The others are Sunni Muslims. 

The nine women represent two generations. Among the younger women 
(born in the 1970s) are the three South Africans and two Dutch women. The 
earlier generation (born in the 1950s and ’60s) includes two Dutch women 
and two British women. Two of the four Dutch women and the two Brit 
ish women belong to the earlier generation, which came of age while sec 
ond-wave feminist movements were under way in their countries. Two of 
the Dutch women came of age in the postfeminist era. The South Africans, 
who grew up under apartheid, were young women when Islamic feminism 
emerged after apartheid ended. 


Methodology, Concepts, and Definitions 


Thad had discussions individually or in groups and meetings with five of the 
women prior to the arranged sessions. These sessions were a cross between 
oral history-telling and interviews. I had made it clear in the process of set 
ting up'each meeting and again at the start of each session that I wanted to 
probe the connection between conversion and feminism. The conversations 
Were highly fluid, interactive, and open-ended. I encouraged women to share 
biographical information, to tell the story of their conversion, and to speak 
about feminism per se and specifically Islamic feminism from both general 
and personal perspectives. In this way conversations about conversion and 
feminism, which typically have been kept separate, now converged. It was 
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my intention to stimulate candid debate. During the sessions I would th 
out questions and views as a way to actively contribute to the discu 
myself. At some point in our conversations I would explicitly ask if my zk 
ing partner considered herself an Islamic feminist, a question | knew wot! 
yield far more than a yes or no answer. In my long years of research | 
observed that a researcher's active participation in the give-and-tak 
cussion yields multiple and often unexpected insights and information, 2! 
constitutes a form of giving and not just taking. 
It is important to clarify my conceptual framework and terminology it 
fer to the phenomenon of taking on, or embracing, a new religion, in thi 
case, Islam, as “conversion” and the individual as a “convert.” I do so becavt 
these are the ordinary terms in English, remaining in wide use and also 
plicable across a spectrum of religions. As conversion and converts are sft 
cifically situated, we should be attentive to the variable nuancing of thet 
terms. Many Muslims use the term “revert,” instead of “convert,” to captut 
the sense of a person returning or reverting to Islam (as the original ‘1 
gious state” of being).* Van Nieuwkerk uses the term “dormant Musli 
capture the sense of awakening or recognizing that one has been Mus 
along (this volume). Among the nine women | interviewed, the South Aft 
cans most firmly adhered to the term revert. In this contribution | general) 
use the term convert as generically descriptive. But | also use the term “nel 
Muslim,” in contradistinction to “born Muslim” (or old Muslim, oni 
Muslim), especially when wishing to stress the sense of “coming to” and tht 
notion of “newness” as opposed to inheriting the faith.? The term new Mu 
lim has gained wide acceptance in Britain.’° 
I discovered in the course of my research that the term “Muslima’ § 
widely used in the Netherlands by female Muslim converts and local scho! 
ars whether speaking in Dutch or English. The Arabic loanword “Muslim:’ 
marks at once gender and religion. In the United Kingdom the term “Mu 
lima” is not ordinarily used in English speech. The term Muslim is gendet 
neutral in English, both in keeping with standard grammar and with a fem! 
nist practice of degendering terms previously gendered (actor for actress, 


for Jewess, etc.). 
It is useful to note how the terms “foreign” and “indigenous” are boundup | 


in issues of belonging and identity.“ That which is strange, odd, different, n0! 
of or belonging to, outside, etc., is foreign. In the modem political yocabulaty 
foreign indicates a noncitizen and is widely used to signify a person or groups 
coming from outside a particular nation. Islam and Muslims are stil] widel} 
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perceived in Europe and the rest of the West as foreign, or in need of “natu- 
ralization.” This thinking marks, or marks off, Muslim immigrants and their 
descendants in Europe, thus foreignizing that which has become part of the 
polity. Native European or Western converts are also foreignized to a degree 
by their conversion to Islam. It is important to bear in mind, then, that the 
terms Muslim and Muslima are thus not simply religious markers but mark 
the foreign in countries of the West. Van Nieuwkerk, for example, observes 

“Islam is perceived as the ultimate Other in contrast to Dutch national iden 

tity” (this volume). In South Africa, where there are old established Muslim 
communities, being or becoming Muslim is not “foreignizing.” We need to be 
attentive to how women converts announce and construct their identities in 
Western societies and beyond the West. 

The term feminism has elicited wide debate and controversy among Mus- 
lims inside and outside the West. The rise of feminism in the West, occur 
ting as it did during the colonial moment, has left a lasting taint. The rise 
of feminism in the “East” (a construct including countries of Asia and Af 
Tica), and specifically in old Muslim societies during the colonial moment 
(and sometimes before), firmly grounded in Islamic modernist discourse 
and militant nationalist anticolonial discourse, has not left its own mark 
Lack of knowledge of Muslim women's homegrown historical and contem 
porary feminisms reinforces stereotyping of Islam by others as well as self 
stereotyping practices. Westerners have typically held that Muslims cannot 
possibly generate a feminism of their own, because the underlying princi 
ples of equality and the gender-just notions implicit to feminism are alien 
(or anathema) to Islam, which is in essence a patriarchal religion. For them, 
‘feminism and Islam” is an oxymoron. Meanwhile, Muslims who are unable 
or unwilling to unpack the term feminism, who perhaps suffer from a “fear 
of feminism,” and who overlook feminist history in Muslim societies make 
this claim as well. 

Tuse the generic word “feminism” as an analytical construct capturing the 
basic understanding that all human beings are equal, that women have been 
discriminated against on the basis of gender; a rejection of this; and moves 
to put things right. The term feminism has been continually defined and 
Tedefined since it was first coined in French in the late nineteenth century 
and quickly spread to English, Arabic (by the 1920s), and other languages 
Muslim women have been part of the process of defining and activating femi 
Nismas an explicit term since the early twentieth century, and even earlier as 
an"idea without a name” (Badran 1995; Badran and Cooke 2004) 
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We can distinguish two kinds of feminism that women in old 


societies have generated: secular feminism and Islamic feminism. § 
feminism emerged in late-nineteenth-century Egypt (a pionee 
the context of modemization, Islamic reformism, and nation: 
against colonialism. This feminism drew upon secular nation 
lamic modernist discourse, and included among its adherents M 
non-Muslim women as co-nationals. Secular feminists in Muslin 
demanded full equality in the public sphere, calling for access to ed 
work, and political participation as part of women's self-developm 
the empowering of the entire society in the decolonizing process. W 
this feminist framework women accepted the notion of complem 
(now called “equity”) in the private sphere, upholding the notion of m 
predominance, regarded as a benevolent predominance, in the family. Ik 
called upon men to fulfill their duties, protecting and providing inw 
upheld the rights and dignity of women. The secular mode of fem 
cepting complementarianism in the private sphere, predominate 
out most of the twentieth century. 

Around the 1990s, some Muslim journalists, writers, and activists be 
to refer to a newly emergent form of feminism as “Islamic feminis 


represents a paradigm shift in Muslims’ feminism from a feminism (s* 
lar feminism) in which Islamic modernism constituted one discurs 
ment to a feminism (Islamic feminism) grounded exclusively, or pr 
in Islamic discourse taking the Qur'an as its central text. The fun 
methodological tools of Islamic feminism are jjtihad, an independen 
nal search for meanings in Islam's sacred texts (the Qur'an and Sunna, 01” 
sayings and practices of the Prophet Muhammad), and more speci 
tafsir, interpretation of the Qur'an. Muslim women as exegetes draw 
core Quranic principles to articulate an unequivocal theory of equalit 
all human beings (insan). This equality cannot be qualified by gende 
or ethnicity and cannot be a “situated equality” operative only in the} 
lic sphere, but by definition transcends constructions of a public/privatt’ 
vide. Only equality is equality; equity is not equality. The new interpr” 
demonstrate that the Qur'an recognizes difference(s) of gender, race, ett,” 
does not invoke difference to promote inequality. Equality does not ne? 
difference, but it does negate power differentials built on difference. 2” 
ity does not subscribe to the notion of ordained roles for genders or # 
Within the framework of equality, humans make choices; they shape 
reshape roles and functions. Islamic feminism includes a theoretical 
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activist dimension, the latter grounded and deriving from the former (Webb 
2000). Islamic feminism is a global phenomenon; itis part of global Islamand 
of global feminism. Islamic feminism, I argue, will come to be considered as 
part of the polyvocal global articulation(s) of feminism and recognized for 
making its distinctive contributions to wider feminist debates and theoreti 
cal formulations. However, this is to get ahead of the story. 

I want to be careful in drawing attention to the distinction between femi 
nism, as an analytical term, and feminist as a term of identity. Many Muslims 
identify with feminism as an analytical construct and act upon this, but do 
notidentify themselves as feminists. Early last century, when Muslim women 
began to formulate their feminism as a named construct (in Egypt, etc.), they 
also proudly wore the feminist label. By contrast, from the end of that same 
century, Muslims who are credited with creating foundational Islamic femi 
nist texts have been reluctant to name their new interpretive work “Islamic 
feminism” and decline to name themselves “Islamic feminists.” However, de 
bates and positions are not static. More recently, some allow that their work 
may be seen as “Islamic feminism,” but continue to resist the Islamic feminist 
label (Wadud 1999). Among both born Muslims and converts, women who 
fee] it imperative (and this is especially true of converts) to publicly declare 
their Islamic identity shrink from publicly declaring a feminist identity, even 
though they may identify with feminism. 

Gender-egalitarian readings of Islam as elaborated by progressive women 
interpreters are new, coupled with the insistence that equality and social jus 
tice be practiced or lived, and not simply saluted as ideas. Islamic feminism, 
articulating the highest ideals of Islam as refracted through multiple lenses, 
including the lens of gender, is unusual and unsettling. Patriarc 
of Islam have a long history and have been so entrenched in classic fig 
Nisprudence, in tafsir, or interpretation, and other religious sciences that they 

have become “naturalized.” Patriarchal readings of Islam still appear to most, 


readings 
, Or ju 


itseems, as “Islam” itself. 

Converts to Islam, as to other religions, tend (especially initially) to ac 
cess or absorb the “mainstream,” or conventional, version of the faith. Typi 
cally, converts embrace Islam while their knowledge of the religion is still 
inthe early stages. Some oscillate between a commonsense notion of gender 
equality that must logically be part of Islam (if Islam is a religion of justice) 
and a system of inequality into which they are introduced. Van Nieuwkerk 
Observed that while convert women “hold that the sexes are of equal value, 
they do not consider them of equal nature” and that they find the notion of 
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“complementarity” congenial (this volume). Most of the Swedish conver 
Roald met found the Swedish state-endorsed notion of equal (gender) oppor 
tunity (jamstalldhet) in the public sphere compatible with their ideas of fan 
ily-based gender equity. 

I observed in my conversations with the converts I met that they werein 
Islamic feminist space or gesturing toward Islamic feminism. I detected 
they held a strong sense of Qur’an-endorsed equality of Muslims and of al 
insan that was not qualified by biological or race difference, or any othe 
of difference. I did not see that they looked at biological difference between 
males and females as positing fixed, rigid roles for human beings. The con 
verts with whom I spoke had strong commonsense “prior ‘feminist’ texts’ and 
a commonsense, rational approach to Islam that left little room for inequal 
ity, gender or otherwise. Their readings of Islam often affirmed this, yet the 
corpus of (conventional) knowledge they were given, or were able to access 


pretation. But out of turbulence can come new plateaus of understanding. 
In achapter on feminism and conversion it is helpful at the outset to clar 
ify how the women interviewed deal with the issue of feminism and iden 
tity. Five identify themselves as feminists (two South Africans, two Dutch 
and one Briton—the woman who is on the conversion path). The other four 
identify with feminism; that is, they live by it and express it, but prefer not 
to take on the label. While three of the women interviewed were feminists 
before they were Muslims (along with the woman on the conversion path), 
the entire group of nine now locate themselves within the circumference 0! 


Islamic feminism. 


Agency Activated/Deactivated 


In converting, women exercise agency, bravely and decisively, in going 
against the grain of their background, family, and culture and in opting for 
something strange and new. If the degree of agency is measured by resolve 0 
the face of family and societal reactions to conversion, this agency is mort 
intensified among the women in Europe. The difference in reactions to con 
version may be explained by the traditional negative Western stereotypes 0! 
Islam and especially the stereotypes of “women in Islam.” This has been ex 
acerbated in recent history by the identification of Islam as a religion of poor 
“black” immigrants. Meanwhile, the contention of mainstream second-wave 
feminism in the West in the 1970s and 1980s that secularism and feminism 
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must go hand in hand and that religion is irredeemably patriarchal has con- 
tributed to the shrill responses to Western women’s conversions to Islam. 

In South Africa there appears to be an absence of highly negative feelings 
toward Islam and toward women who choose to embrace the religion. The 
antiapartheid struggle and the current project of constructing the new South 
Africa must be among the explanatory factors. Strongly held ideas about 
equality and justice (for so long hijacked in South Africa) in this highly plu- 
Talistic society create a different public space and a different public ethic. 
Moreover, South Africa is a more religious society than most societies in the 
West; people are more “at home” with religion and certainly display less re- 
ligiophobia. While the South African converts clearly exercised agency in 
opting for Islam, they did this in a less hostile social environment. 

Convert women’s strongest expression of agency typically occurs in the 
process ofcoming to Islam and at the moment of conversion. This is certainly 
thetime when Muslims around them support their assertion of independent 
agency, Women as would-be converts are encouraged to exercise their ratio 
maljudgment and free will in making the choice to opt for Islam. Thereafter, 
itappears in most cases (within the context ofa patriarchally inflected Islam) 
thatthe agency or free will of the female convert is reduced, muted, subdued, 
ormanaged. The new Muslim is now encouraged to defer or submit to the 
inhented (patriarchal) tradition of religious thinking (as mediated throug 
specific'cultures) and as a wife to submit to the dictates of the patriarch 
family, Marriage complicates further the question of agency and conversi 
Seven outof the eight converts in this study are married. All but one adopt 
Islam before marriage, while two took the shahada, or affirmation of faith, ane 
Mamiage vows at the same time. In five out of seven cases the women con 
Verted; not only before marrying, but also before meeting their future huss 
bands, thus disrupting a common pattern, or widely presumed pattern, ofa 

future husband ushering a woman toward conversion. The married converts 
all took care to explain that they adopted Islam on their own initiative: 

In)pursuing the discussion of agency, conversion, and marriage, I focus 
foramoment on women converts in European contexts. First I would like to 
draw attention to how immigrants and new citizens in European countries 
“thnist into a position of being expected to adjust or fit in. The challenge 
‘them becomes how to maintain their identity and pride or self-respect= 
lishort, their distinctiveness or difference—and remain an equal part of the 

Whole, Second, when European women, say Dutch or British women, 
“Onvert to Islam, they enter new and unfamiliar public space within their 
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own society. Moreover, they enter a new space without leaving the old space 
and now must straddle the two while adjusting to life inside the new space 
When the convert woman marries a Muslim, she is further repositioned 
within the framework of the Muslim patriarchal family, allegedly ordained 
by Islam. She is positioned as “needing tutelage,” much as Muslims in gener 
in the West, including her spouse, are seen as “needing tutelage” to be shaped 
into good citizens of their adopted countries. 
The veil plays a role in the issue of agency. Seven of the eight converts 
I talked with wear the veil, adopting various modes of covering. (The one 


who does not cover is also, interestingly, the only one who did not c 
her name.) Some believe it is religiously incumbent upon them to veil (covet 
their head and wear loose, enveloping clothing). Others freely admitted that 
they do not believe that covering is, strictly speaking, necessary from ate 
ligious point of view. They.explain that they cover in order to. makea pub 
lic declaration of their new identity; they want.to announce themselves a 
Muslims and to be seen as Muslims..This.is.in.part-to-identify-with the Mus 
lim community and in part to make a statement to the wider society. Some 
women converts explain that “covering” is also an answer back to society 
that they are-1of oppressed by wearing the veil. Through the public display 
of a religious marker Western-convert-women are not just identifying witha 
group, but they are also assertively putting religion back into public space. 

In assuming distinctive public markers, these women positioned them 
selves by choice as “outsiders,” very much as most immigrant Muslims in Eu 
ropean societies are positioned without choice through physical characteristics 
associated with Muslims (racial profiling) and distinctive demeanor as “out 
siders” (or “outside insiders”). The converts find it important to announce 
their new identity or “go public” to signal that Islam is more than simply 4 
personal matter in the narrow, privatized way characteristic of religion in 
Western society. 

The question of agency with respect to conversion and marriage, as well 
as the practice of veiling, plays out differently in the South African context 
I have already noted the more positive general climate regarding Islam and 
Muslim converts in South Africa. Drawing upon my interviews and wider 
observation, it appears that in South Africa when a woman convert mat 
ries a Muslim she does not face strong negative reaction from society. South 
African women converts tend to marry compatriots with deep roots in the 
country, so the societal and marital tensions surrounding Marriage with an 
immigrant or second-generation citizen are typically absent. 
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The veil as a form of head covering seems a far less charged issue in South 
Africa than in European societies. In part, this may be because the practice 
ofhead covering for women (and for men) is widespread in African society. 
Alatge variety of headgear forms part of the ordinary visual landscape in 
South Africa. However, when television presenter Khadija Magardie earlier, 
aa university student, took up the chador, covering from head to toe in an 
enveloping black cloth, following her switch from Sunni to Shi‘ Islam, this 
did cause a stir, including among other Muslims. This might illustrate the 
‘etch point” that exists in any society when dress and mode of presenta- 
tion exceed certain limits. 

Ifagency is associated with daring and bravery, more was demanded of 
Wwomenconverts in the West than in South Africa. But if agency is about mak- 
ingindependent decisions and taking charge of one’s life, all of the women 
display a strong sense of agency in opting for Islam and in confronting gen- 
derissues in Islam. 


Authority Asserted/Suppressed 


When one assumes agency does one assume authority? Does one reject am 
oldauthority and obey a new authority, and does one freely choose that new 
authority? Can one participate in the construction of a new authority 2a 
woman's self-agency is encouraged on the path to conversion and applauded 
athe time of conversion, as I have remarked. I also pointed out thaty 
conversion, the new Muslim becomes more “managed and monitored#™D 
theconyert, in now experiencing diminished agency, simply bow befor 
newauthority? Can she decide who and what that new authority is?/Gon 
Yerisyand those who encourage conversion, stress the rationality of Islan 
adthe notion that the religion is accessible to all without the need forme 
distors, Islam endorses ijtihad, individual investigation of sacred texts, Yetthe 
independent intellectual exploration encouraged in women while gettingito 
Slamoften becomes discouraged upon arrival. 

ommy conversations I observed ways authority is connected with knowl 
ge) When I asked Dutch convert Ceylan Pektas-Weber, president of a na 
tonal converts’ association called Al-Nisa, to define what constitutes author: 
she spontaneously replied: “Knowledge is authority.” Since apprehending p 
Slam as a rational religion was important to the women on the conversion 
lath)and remains important, they continue their search for knowledge, 
Which typically began with reading the Qur'an as the ultimate authority: 
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In Islam there is no “theological” need for mediators (although they mayte 
sought); ijtihad is a legitimate practice, God is the ultimate authority, and indi 
viduals may apprehend Islam through direct access to God's book, the Quran 
Some women who started their journey to Islam reading the Qur'an for ther- 
selves continue their journey toward knowledge by carrying on with reading 
the Qur’an for themselves, even as they seek knowledge from “authorities' who 
know more. This need not preempt the women's independent ability to evalu 
ate or to make judgments on their own. Some converts get overtaken, or tempo 
rarily deflected, by patriarchal authorities exerting their power and imposing 
their interpretations in the name of Islam. This occurs especially in the eatly 
postconversion period. Convert women’s stands against patriarchal insertions 
into Islamic thinking and their experiences of patriarchal pressures in theirev 
eryday lives are the beginning of the move toward a more gender;ust and 
cially just interpretation of Islam that is the project of Islamic feminism. 


The Nexus among Living, Believing, and Learning: Gravitating toward 
Islamic Feminism 


New Muslims may learn about the religion of Islam as an abstraction and thint 
about it in idealized terms, but they Jive it (or strive to live up to it or liveitto 
its fullest potential) in concrete, everyday ways and do so as embodied beings, 
in the case at hand, specifically as women. Converts’ biographies and persona! 
narratives provide a good way to explore the nexus between living and believ- 
ing, on the one hand, and the production of Islamic feminism, on the other. 
Allievi(1998) notes that converts (men and women) cometolslam through 
relational orrational paths. In the case of the women converts with whom! 
spoke, the relational and rational paths converge. It is a “deep convergence,’! 
would argue, that makes these women “Islamic feminists.” The convergence 
that was salient in their journey to Islam remains crucial in their lives as new 
Muslims, albeit not without tensions." 

The relational element is highly significant on the path to conversion. 
Muslim women converts are allured by what they observe and experience 
of “lived Islam” through Muslims with whom they come into contact: uni 
versity friends, other circles of friends and associates, among whom not in’ 
frequently are future spouses. Camaraderie, sensitivity, kindness, generosity, 
caring, and concern for others, seen as Muslim qualities, are highly attractive 
to potential converts. Interestingly, love, once a central and defining idea of 
Christianity, but now often lost, seems to be found again in Islam. 
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likewise important during women’s journeys to conversion, 
presented as a rational religion. While Kése and Loewenthal 
'“affectional motifs” are found more in women’s conversion 


und the rational to be a strong element that converged with 
of the women I met spoke about reading the Qur'an and 


lamic religious sources and were persuaded by what they 
eading conservative interpretations of Islam, found them 
general, for most converts, and this includes the women 


they “suddenly” come to Islam. Dutch university student 
(Ich referred to the phenomenon as “a tight bud bursting into 

1 dlovu, who calls herself a revert, experienced “an inexpli- 
ity’ and called it a “coming home,” the precise phrase Mariette 


or the women I met constituted an unconditional embrace. 
oken of the path to conversion and the moment of emb 


fer older, locally established Muslim communities. Won 
new spaces that, as Talal Asad puts it in another context 
inds of knowledge, action and desire possible.” * 


’ 
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find their own way. I now turn to Dutch stories that in certain ways will find 
resonance with the experience of other European converts. 

To those on the path to conversion, members of the community are key 
in the relational equation; after conversion, often soon followed by mariag 
the Muslim families of converts demonstrate high expectations as they seek 
to initiate their new convert members, mentoring and monitoring ther 
ways. The convert women, on their part, often cannot find adequate answer 
to their questions about Islam. Pektas-Weber relates a typical experience in 
seeking information from her in-laws: 


Thad many questions for them about Islam. They would tell me: “We do not askour 
selves those questions.” Sometimes, I was told those questions were haram, forbidder, 
because you should not ask questions, you should just take Islam as it is. That is how 
they had learned in Turkey. But later they told me that they were very proud of mefr 
asking these questions. They would say: “You are more conscious of our religion than 
we are.” So they were willing but they did not have many answers. 


The challenge for the converts is how to practice Islam and live as Mus 
lims in the Netherlands. Women converts turned to each other in continuing 
their search for knowledge, and in the process provided mutual support and 
solidarity. The drive to deepen their knowledge after conversion forms an 
important part of the “feminist converts” narratives. While doing so, they 
began to shape a new collective culture. 

It was while seeking deeper knowledge of Islam that a group of converts 
established Al-Nisa in 1982." It was a self-help organization born of the diffi 
culties in finding information about their new religion. Al-Nisa would invite 
whomever they could find to speak on Islam, including their own members 
who were learning as they went along. When the organization soon after 
ward started a newsletter also called A/-Nisa, it followed a similar practice of 
searching for knowledge while producing it in the form of its own articles 
The newsletter became a forum for raising questions and trying out answers 
Drawing upon rudimentary knowledge, A/-Nisa published many articles on 
“dos and don'ts.” As Bogaers explains: “When you are a new convert you aft 
looking for rules, for how to be a good Muslim.” Meanwhile, Al-Nisa began 
to create branches in other parts of the country. In this way convert women 
were building a “community within a community,” and, more specifically, 
a women-only community. Bogaers (b. 1954) and Pektas-Weber (b. 1962), 
who converted, respectively, in 1986 and 1989, discovered and joined Al-Nisa 


FEMINISM AND CONVERSION 209 


in the course of their search for knowledge, and each went on to become 
president. Bogaers joined Al-Nisa at the end of the 1980s and soon after took 
over as president, serving until 1997. Pektas-Weber, who joined Al-Nisa in 
1997 and led in founding the branch in Utrecht, took over the helm in 2002. 
Both women came to Islam with a “prior text” of feminism. Bogaers was a 
young woman during the ascendancy of second-wave feminism in the Neth 
etlands, although not a part of the movement as such. Pektas-Weber, as the 
daughter of a militant feminist, was raised in an atmosphere of staunch gen 
derequality and female independence. Both claim a feminist identity within 
Islam. 

While they were producing their own materials for each other to read in 
the form of articles in their newsletter A/-Nisa and in the process of devel- 
oping their own discourse, the two convert women meanwhile continued 
to look for “authorities” on Islam. In time, they discovered publications in 
English coming from such places as Saudi Arabia and the World Islamic Mis 
sionin South Africa. Bogaers recalls her encounter with conservative Islamic 
literature and her recognition of its heavy patriarchal dimension. She admits: 
‘Atfirst I tried to adapt, thinking this was the right way for me but deep in- 
side it was not fulfilling. I felt this is not why I embraced Islam. I started to 
question more and more what I was reading and thinking [some of this] was 
crazy, especially things Mawdudi [the Pakistani religious scholar] was say- 
ing.” She went on to find the work of the Moroccan feminist scholar Fatima 
Memissi. “There was, il-hamdullilah [thanks be to God], a scholar, a woman, 
who knows what's going on in the Islamic world and who knows how these 
new Islamic waves are oppressing women. | liked her way of doing researe 
her way of writing, and her humor. She pulled me back to the point when 
hadcome when I embraced Islam.” ** 

Converts confront the question of “culture versus Islam.” They GOR 
Islam as a religion and when they begin living Islam they are fa 
culture—or better, cultures—of Islam. Pektas-Weber says: “The ¥ 


that was Al-Nisa’s strength, because we knew there was freedom 
ligion and pressure in the culture.” There was patriarchal cultureg! 
Muslim and there was an egalitarian Islam. Many converts succum 
Kadings of patriarchal culture(s), most firmly entrenched in the 

family. In the course of the pressures of daily life, many convert 
‘sem to make their accommodations, not finding the time, sufficien 


210 


TRAJECTORIES AND PARADIGM 


or impetus, or resources (within themselves or without) to push their ques 
for knowledge further. Others sustain a struggle for the realization 
equality they understand or presume is a principle of Islam. As Wadud puts 
it, speaking of the fullness of Islam: “We [converts] strive even harder fora 
personally recognized, existentially realized meaning of Islam: a full atone 
ment. I hungered for a greater understanding of Islam.”*” 

Bogaers and Pektas-Weber each relate their own stories of feminism and 
conversion. Bogaers, with her training in social work and studies in psycho! 
ogy, tried to encourage Al-Nisa members to confront feminist issues, espec 
in the context of the family, where they experienced problems, but she met 


with strong resistance. In many ways Islam, for new Muslims, seemed to be 
a comfort zone that they did not want to disturb. Bogaers wanted to unpack 
the mesh of notions of “the family in Islam” and how the family actually func 
tioned. “You only have to take one step into the Muslim family, into books 
etc., and [see] that there is always the notion, implicit or explicit, that men are 
above women or women below men. This view is shared by women and men 
It is very important to oppose this way of thinking and acting. It is not good for 
men and it is not good for women. I have trouble more and more with people 
saying, you have to behave like this as a good Muslim woman or Muslim 
It feels as if I have to live like a statue that is not real. It is suffocating. Itis harm 
ful because if you have to live an ideal it becomes very hard to really look inside 


yourself, what you feel, what you experience, your emotions.” The imposition 
of the ideal types of a Muslim man and Muslim woman, she claims, places un 
realistic demands on both women and men and is harmful to both 

Converts often acquiesce in conventional patriarchal, so-called Muslim 
family practices, accepting a subordinate position, often euphemistically 
called a complementary position. Bogaers observed that often “they forget 
their own backgrounds.” She continues: “Some women start realizing this 
(that their acquiescence in patriarchal family practices is harmful to their 
mental and physical health and that the imposed practices are not Islami 
after years of trying to make things work and they never do work so they 
come to a point where they say it never works and that I put all my energy 
into changing him and now] better change myself or live my life. Sometimes 
this means divorce or the relationship gets better.” Bogaers emphasizes in 
her lectures and writings that Islam is not “behind this [patriarchal system},” 
“The women who feel secure enough to start looking find it a relief to heat 
that what they thought was Islam is not Islam.” 


Bogaers stresses that feminist ideas (or ideology) and confronting personal 
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and family issues are deeply connected. “They are intermingled. I [have] 
mentioned the strange fact [of] how educated women who have minds of 
their own, after becoming Muslim, seem to stop thinking. It [Islam] is sup- 
posed to clear your mind and give you a broad view but it happens that you 
get a narrow view.” In the family context, religiously and ethnically mixed 
Mamages are usually more difficult than monocultural marriages. But, Bo 
paeis Says to women: “We have an advantage in dealing with this problem. 
We have Islam. So Islam can be a problem and it can also be the solution. 
Mostofthe women I know made the big step to become a Muslim out of their 
hearts, out of deep conviction. So I tell them go back to your heart. What does 
your heart say and try to connect this with basic love and caring that Allah 
has for you. There is a big connection between the psychological and social 
side with the spiritual dimension.” Bogaers left Al-Nisa in 1997 because of 
difficulties she encountered inside the organization and has since conducted 
herfeminist work elsewhere. “At the moment my work in the Breda Wom- 
ensPrison [where she mainly serves immigrant Muslim women] is the most 
ditectarena in which to bring out Islam and my beliefs, attitudes, and devel 
opments inside Islam.” 

Pektas-Weber, who asserted before the crowds gathered at a Muslim fes 
tiyaliin the spring of 2003 that she had gone from Dolle Mina to Dolle Zina, 
Speaks of a different moment in Al-Nisa. (“Dolle Mina” literally means “Crag 
Mina" the diminutive for Wilhelmina Drucker, an early feminist pioneemil 
theNetherlands, while “Dolle Zina” is acombination of two adjectives, “cragy 
ad"beautiful’; in Dutch this is an effective play on words.) The widens 
Gland political context has shifted in recent years. Pektas-Weber poimt 
theimpact of 9/x1.** In the immediate aftermath Al-Nisa women, likem 
other Muslims in European societies (and elsewhere) in the face Of tau 
andinsults against Islam and Muslims, went on the defensive. They were not 
Samining issues as much as fighting back. This period, however, functioned 
Satemporary retreat or regrouping and served as a moment of intense re: 

ion, Pektas-Weber relates that, a year later, convert women and othel 
Muslim women moved from the defensive to the offensive. She observes thal 
‘Ow convert women do not feel impelled to “defend their choice of Islan 
“Nymore,” but are confidently asserting pride in being Muslim women’a 


a : : é E 
tthe same time daring to publicly recognize gender issues and fight form 
“improvements.*? 


P ile g/xx eventually served as a stimulus for some women to dealiwit 
‘nder issues, forms of feminist thinking had already been percolatingans 
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parts of the convert culture. Pektas-Weber explains that in Al-Nisa “We ae 
proud to stimulate women to think for themselves. This has been true 
Nisa from the start and is a kind of feminist way to see things.” This( 
what delayed) post-9/11 feminist upturn coincided with a drawing togethe 
of converts and born Muslims. “To prove they are proud of Islam they jo 
and new Muslims] have to prove they are free women.” A “feminist unleash 
ing” and the convergence of old and new Muslims have received less notice 


‘some. 


than the more negative outcomes of 9/11. 

By now born Muslims constitute about 30 percent of Al-Nisa’s member 
ship. They are women mainly in their twenties and thirties who are second 
generation Dutch citizens of Moroccan and Turkish origin. They, too, aretry 
ing to forge anew Islam and trying to distinguish between the lIslamicre 
and culture. “This is why women of non-Dutch origin,” Pektas-Weber claims 
“are finding their way to Al-Nisa. This is the connection. They are finding 
their way to Al-Nisa because they see the importance to research Islam 
religion without all the cultural baggage. That will set them free. They stt 
this.” Thus there is a growing nucleus of converts and born Muslims co 
together in the shared space of Al-Nisa, trying to separate patriarchal culture 

from Islam. This is at once a critique by born Muslims of their cultures of 
origin and a joint effort by old and new Muslims to offer an alternative 10 
the implantation of a patriarchal Islam in the Netherlands. Roald notes in 
the Swedish context that born-Muslim women and convert women togethe! 
are producing an “Islamic jamstalldet” (equal opportunity). The proliferation 
of Islamic feminist publications in recent years and the vibrant global elec 


tronic Islamic feminist culture aid this process. 
I now turn to a different story of the search for knowledge of Islam and 
the production of Islamic feminism. This is a story told by two younger 
generation Dutch converts who are presently university students (both a 
the University of Leiden). They are studying Islam in an academic environ 
ment in a community of fellow students and friends that includes born Mus 
lims as well as non-Muslims. The younger-generation or more recent con 
verts here, and elsewhere, include women who appear to come to Islamic 
feminism with alacrity. Van Nieuwkerk expresses what I, too, have observed 
when she says: “I have the impression that emancipation in the sense of in 
dependence and equality is more strongly expressed by women who recentl) 
converted, whereas those who converted several years ago stressed their free 
dom to develop themselves in the way they choose” (this volume). Self-de 
velopment, as I see it, is a different route to the same destination of Islamic 
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feminism. Inji Icli (b. 1974) converted to Islam in 1995, and Rahma Bavelaar 
(b. 1979) converted to Islam in 1998. The “prior text of feminism” they bring 
with them is a diffused kind of the feminism that is part of the post-second- 
wave feminist culture in which they grew up. Bavelaar has been part of a pro- 
gressive leftist culture of social activism, within which her notions of gender 
justice were located and nourished. Neither of these two young women calls 
herself a feminist, but both can readily be seen as identifying with a notion 
of feminism that is not at odds with their Islam, or maybe better put, that is 
integral to their Islam. 

Icli, like women in Al-Nisa, grapples with the question of culture versus 
teligion, but she pushes further. She confronts problems within Islamic reli 
gious discourse and ponders hermeneutic challenges. With a deep desire to 
understand, she engages in her own jjtihad, her own rational investigation of 


religious sources. 


When I first converted I thought Islam and Islamic culture was all beautiful and 
great. But when you educate yourself you really see there are a lot of problems, espe 
Gally regarding women. At first you say it is the culture. It is the easy way out. It is 
culture and Islam is nothing like that. But when you start to read the text [the Qur'an} 
more deeply I think you must acknowledge that there are some elements in there that 
Give people ideas they can treat women like that [negatively). It is the way they inter 
pretit. There are traces of patriarchal culture within the Qur'an because it was sent 
toapatnarchal culture. It was sent to them in their language, their conception, their 
worldview. I know that it constituted progress for women back then but this progress 
isincomplete. We need to look at the text ourselves and reinterpret it 


Icli explains that she began to read about gender and Islam around ti 
years ago because “I was really sick of the way that Islam is viewed by We 
emers and sick of the way it is interpreted by men and the orthodox 
ments. You are not allowed to go out by yourself, to get different kno 
and these kinds of things. For me it is such a limited way |to unde 
lam: For me there is more freedom in Islam than what you find nO¥ 


and Mernissi, but not Wadud (though she had just bought her@ 
Woman) nor Barlas’s new book “Believing Women” in Islam: Unread 
chal Interpretations of the Qur'an (2002). 

Bayelaar, like Icli, does not claim a feminist identity, althoughyll 
shéis in a “feminist space.” She explains: “I think rights for women 


214 TRAJECTORIES AND PARADIGM 


I would not want to think of it as a separate goal but part of a greater goal’ 
She speaks of growing up in a progressive atmosphere and of her actis 
left-wing organizations and environmentalist groups as informing he 
a Muslim. She retains her progressive approach and confident resolve to ‘ty 
to do things my own way.” She admits: “Unlike many girls who grew upin 
Muslim families I can remain independent from interpretations that do not 
suit me and I constantly have to distance myself from Islamic movements 


that are all around.” 

In pondering a new Islamic feminist culture in the Netherlands, Bavelaar 
spoke of divisions within the Muslim community both across the lines ofnew 
and born Muslims, with their respective backgrounds, and across the gen 
erational divide. These divisions revolve around problems of Dutch culture 
and Moroccan, Turkish, and other non-native cultures living in shared space 
in the Netherlands. As a volunteer Bavelaar teaches in an Islamic “Sunday 
school” for young Somali immigrant girls in the Netherlands and observes 
that “gender issues are very much alive in the minds of these girls.” For her 

own part, Bavelaar tries to instill a sense of independent thinking (coming to 
one’s own conclusions about ideas and issues—for example, whether or not 
to veil). She stresses “rights over duties” in her teaching of Islam, consciously 
“as a way of restoring balance.” Bavelaar’s Muslim friends are mainly second 
generation immigrants. She does not have many contacts with converts and 
has only vaguely heard of Al-Nisa. Bavelaar’s enactment of Islamic feminism 
(she does not identify it explicitly as such) is in community work and instil 
ing progressive ideas in young women within an Islamic framework. 
The four women above give hints of two Islamic feminist cultures-in-the 
making in the Netherlands. Until now, they have not appeared to converge 
Icli relates how she tried to publish some pieces in AI-Nisa’s newsletter, but 
they were rejected as being too difficult for the readers. This may be one sign 
of the development of parallel Islamic feminist cultures: one a popular Is 
lamic feminist culture and the other an academic feminist culture, separated, 
probably, more by style and social groupings than by substance. Bavelaar, the 
and youngest in the entire group of converts 


youngest of the four women 
whose stories form part of this chapter—says about the Dutch context: 


I think we still have a long way to go. The community is still very divided. I think 
in the third or fourth generation big changes will occur. At the moment there is also 
a language barrier. It is an important factor [having a common language] for the 
Jirst generation to be able to communicate with the second generation. The commu 
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nication between generations in formulating a new Islam is still very recent. Second- 
generation women from families coming from villages [in their original countries} 
are asking questions converts are asking. Asking these same questions is creating 
the coming together. Dutch converts have a problem of language in the Islamic sense 


with their parents. 


Developing Consciousness, Organizing Converts: A British Story 
Batool Al Toma (b. 1955), a convert of Irish origin, is research and education 
officerat the Islamic Foundation at Leicester. As a schoolgirl she experienced 
doubts about the Roman Catholic Church, in which she had been raised 
She sought rational answers to her questions within her natal religion, but 
theanswers persistently eluded her. In the 1970s she completed her higher 
education at the University of Wales and began working as a civil servant in | 
Dublin. It was there that by chance she was introduced to Islam by Muslim 
foreign students. Islam made sense to her as a rational religion. For a period 
ofseven to eight years she undertook her own intellectual investigation of 
Islam: Unlike the Dutch women I met, Al Toma had no difficulty in finding 
books ‘on Islam (there have been large numbers of books on Islam produced 
titherin the United Kingdom or in Pakistan and India available on the mar- 
Ketandin libraries). She relates that in her reading she “was very comfortable 
about how Islam presented women and saw women.” That was until she ef 
countered Mawdudi, who evoked in her a response similar to that of Boga 
Tread Purdah and the Status of Women in Islam and was shocked and app 
byitI'decided this was not what Islam expected or projected at all. Ith 
Very cultural bias that I found very irritating.” Al Toma explained tht 
Kading she had done up to that point made her confident in her 
lly tojudge the works of exposition and interpretation that she read 
Mawdudi's approach to gender did not make sense; it challenged the 
dfislam asa rational religion, consistent with its own principles, 

AlToma is the only one of the converts interviewed who displa 
mliarity with the history and actual experiences of women inside 
*“Otieties. When I first met Al Toma in Khartoum in 1996 at an inte 
‘Onference of Muslims organized by women associated with thel 
Sime in Sudan, she told me that Muslim women’s accounts of thein 
“eriences in the anthology of Arab feminist writing that I had) 
With Miriam Gooke (1990) had had a big impact on her. She was impre 

mshe saw how Muslim women spoke out about the difficultiesithe 
“Untered as women, while at the same time they forged ahead) wathit 
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lives, and how some of them formulated an alternative discourse in resistance 
to patriarchal oppression. When I met her again in London in 2003 she rite 
ated this, expressing admiration for women who could hold on to their di 
nity as they insisted upon receiving just treatment. “It was through reading 
that book [Opening the Gates] and when I began to read Mernissi and Taslima 
Nasreen [the well-known Bangladeshi feminist writer] and others that !be 
gan to see that all of these women were products of their background and 
that it was not that these women were trying to be confrontational and 
knock Islam—as alleged on the outside—but that [it was] this backgroud 
[that] was the bane of their lives.” Al Toma would not be among those who 
found it easy to blame the victims. 

A] Toma was a young woman when second-wave feminism was untet 
way in Britain, although this did not form part of her own experience a2 
young woman in Ireland. She acknowledges, “I am very interested in the 
whole subject of feminism,” but she does not call herself a feminist. ‘I could 
see as I grew into Islam that Muslim women were dominated and controlled 
by male patriarchal society. But I always had a feeling that this had builtup 
over the years and was part of culture and tradition and [coming] from mk 
interpretation of the sources of Islam.” She confesses: “I accepted it in thebe 
ginning because I was under the impression that the attitude about wome! 
was part and parcel of the whole sense of piety you had to adopt when yo! 
came to Islam. I toed that line for a while until I began to realize that thet 
was something not quite right and that it felt very contrived.” At this poin! 
in her story she made an explicit connection with the reading she had dont 
and the confidence it gave her to come to her own conclusions in her critique 
of the patriarchal thinking that had intruded into Islam. In her own words 
“The more confident you become with yourself and [in] your reading of Islam 
[the more] you begin to see things in a totally different light from that which 
is expressed in normal circumstances.” Al Toma's story is another ijtihadi 
narrative. Her story tells us that when a person comes to Islam through" 
intensely rational path that enables her to critically examine her own! 
gious background, and she has sufficient confidence and strength, she will 
apply that same critical analysis to issues of gender within Islam. She W” 
recognize the “authority” of her own intellectual conclusions. 

Outgoing and after all these years still exuding the excitement abo" 
Islam that comes with a fresh encounter, Al Toma devotes herself to assis 
ing new converts, women and men alike. Within the Islamic Foundation 
Leicester, where she works, she created the New Muslim Project in 1993. She 
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edits the association’s newsletter, called Meeting Point. To address the ritual 
needs of new Muslims, Al Toma recently published A Simple Guide to Prayer.” 
Individuals may go through the formal conversion process in the offices at 
the Islamic Foundation, which also issues certificates of conversion. Such a 
document is clearly not a religious necessity, but a modern invention, help- 
ing the convert prove her or his new status as a Muslim in cases where this 

might be required. Such proof, for example, is important when making the 
hajto Mecca. Institutionalizing Islam in public space isa critical part of new 
Muslim life in contemporary Western societies, and in this A] Toma is play 

ing a salient role. In the United Kingdom, this public space is civil society 

beyond the circumference of state or governmental public space. 

When women (or men) come into contact with Al Toma during their 
search for Islam, she presents what can be recognized as an Islamic feminist 
approach, although she would not define it as such. She speaks of the full 
equality of insan, or of all human beings, which is a central principle of Is 
lam: She offers a rational critique of patriarchal practices that are allegedly 
Islamic. The New Muslim Project is not a women-only site, but a place that 
brings together both genders. It is also a site where converts and those on the 
conversion path come together. Al Toma plays a sensitive and significant role 
inanew convert culture in dialogue with non-Muslims. She not only shares 
her egalitarian vision of Islam with others, but also understands how other 
discourses may have something to say. 

AlToma introduced me to Yvonne Ridley, a high-profile British journali 
who now works freelance. Her search, following a common pattern, bega 
andcontinues with the Qur'an, yet her path to the holy book is singula 
lowing the attacks on 9/11, she gained illegal entry into Afghanistan tok 
ents as a journalist from inside and ended up being captured. Whi 
dergoing interrogation in prison she was asked if she would like tok 
4Muslim, to which she replied that she could not make such a life-chan 
decision while in captivity. But she promised that upon her releaseant 

m to London, she would read the Qur‘an and study Islam** Wher 


she made good on her pledge. 
inan unusual way into contact with the Qur'an, Ridley appro 
cred text as an inquisitor. “I went through all the women'siss 
lained, “because I wanted to know what is in this religion tha 
ubjugate women.” For her the unexpected happened: “The more! 


_ 


“®More I realized that far from subjugating women the Quran elev 
"omen and makes this quite clear.” Without mincing words, she said: "Th 


Qur'an but from Saudi Arabia. Where is this that women cannot drive? Ai 
sha led the battle of the camel. It is rubbish and a distortion of Islam. Itis 
culture over faith in my opinion. I am still on the learning curve but thi 
my opinion. I want to satisfy myself in so many ways about Islam and when! 
feel confident—and hopefully will have taken my shahada—I want to tackle 
some of these Saudi clerics.”** Again we discern common sense and a com 
mon pattern. Women read equality and justice in the Qur'an and conclude 
that patriarchal culture(s) intrude and steal the name of Islam. 

Meanwhile, as she explained, Ridley began to bring her lifestyle more int 
conformity with ordained Islamic practice. For example, she adopted a more 
conservative mode of dress and avoided pork and alcohol. She describes a 
gradual process of alignment of her lifeways with the injunctions of Islam, 
similar to that Kése and Loewenthal (2000) have discussed in their analysis 
of British conversions. While she makes such modifications in her habitual 
practices, Ridley as a woman does not shrink from her highly public profes 
sional life as a journalist who speaks her mind. 

Ridley is prominently linked with born-Muslim women from old Muslim 
societies, as well as born Muslims living in the West. While she by no means 
is distant from converts, she is not primarily speaking to and with them 
Moreover, her community of Muslims is a global community. In her writing, 
speaking, and living, she moves around the world. Her story shows how itis 
possible to participate in the dynamics of Muslim society without being a 
Muslim, yet one who is avowedly on the conversion path. 


Double Embrace: A South African Story 

The South African stories are different in significant ways from the Dutch and 

British stories just encountered. Khadija Magardie (b. 1975), Malika Ndlovu 
| (b. 1972), and Aisha Roberts (b. 1971) exemplify the double embrace of Islam 
and Islamic feminism. Among the younger generation of the women whose 
narratives inform this chapter, Magardie and Roberts came to Islam in 1994, 
and Ndlovu in 2000. Roberts was a feminist before she became a Muslim, and 
Magardie was raised with a strong sense of gender equality. For both, their Is 
lam and Islamic feminism are highly interwoven at the level of ideas and prac 
tice. Ndlovu, who seems always to have been a “free-spirit feminist,” expresses 
her gender-progressive Islam through her intense engagement with the arts 
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women’s liberation movement began in the pages of the Qur’an.” “Some of 
the ideas promoted by the Taliban could not possibly have come from the 


FEMINISM AND CONVERSION 219 


The Dutch and British stories tell of the search for knowledge of Islam. 
The earlier generation of Dutch converts experienced difficulties finding 
matenals, while the British woman of the same generation did not, but in 
both instances these converts came to Islamic feminist publications later 
intheir search. The South African converts came into contact with a femi- 
nist Islam early on, and moreover, unlike the Dutch and British, they found 
ahomegrown Islamic feminist discourse and an activist movement (Esack 
1997; Tlayob 1995). They entered Islam through the door of a postapartheid 
Islamic feminist activist culture. Through meetings, conferences, camps, 
Courses, books, and articles these new Muslims did not so much have to 
search for Islam and Islamic feminism as both greeted them full force. 

ForRoberts and Magardie connections with the Muslim Youth Movement 
and particular persons within the movement were pivotal in their dual em 
brace of Islam and Islamic feminism. Roberts had been an antiapartheid ac- 
tivistand a feminist activist as a student at Rhodes University in the Eastern 
(Cape: She had been on a spiritual and religious search when she discovered Is 
lamthrough contacts with Muslim students. She tells how she picked up her 
early knowledge of Islam mainly “by osmosis.” She became deeply attracted 
tothereligion of Islam as satisfying her spiritually, but was candid in confess 


ingthat she was not without certain misgivings concerning how it was lived 
orme the difficult part was reconciling what was in the Qur'an, and the 
Spintofthe Quran, with contemporary practice. I could not find justification 
forallot of practices, like not allowing women into religious spaces.” She 
decided to convert, “taking on balance the good against the bad,” presuming 
that “the more got into it the more I would find other explanations and othe 
Ways of understanding.” Following the common pattern, Roberts conti 
inthe beginning to be mainly self-taught in Islam. Her unresolved quest 
about gender and Islam and her introduction to archconservative Tab) 
Circles after her move from the Eastern Cape to Johannesburg puta 
Stain on her commitment to Islam. Roberts's chance meeting withSh 
Shaikh and Na'eem Jeenah at Witswatersrand University, while the wife 
husband activists at the center of the Muslim Youth Movement were dist 
Uting copies of the MYM paper Al-Qalam, took her life in a new directig 
Hinging her into the Islamic feminist movement. Shamima Shaikh Wa! 
head Of the Gender Desk and editor of Al-Qalam and the “shining lig 
i¢feminism until her premature death in 1997. Shaikh and herlske 
rinism had a huge impact on Roberts, who confessed: “I donit kno 
"have Stayed a Muslim if I had not met Shamima.” It was Shaikh)who 
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introduced Roberts to Memissi’s work. “That opened my eyes to a totally dif 
ferent gender dynamic in Islam.” She found Mernissi’s work more access 
than Wadud’s hermeneutic work, which she found difficult. Roberts contin 
ued her reading, which now included Islamic feminist works, and became 
active on the Gender Desk of the Muslim Youth Movement. 
Magardie embraced Islam during her final year in school. Her purely aca 
demic interest in “discovering more about different religions” took her to|s 
lam. She recalls being impressed by Islam as a religion committed to social 
justice, stressing that she encountered Islam at a very turbulent time in the 
history of South Africa. Malcolm X’s autobiography and the writing of the Af 
rican historian Ali Mazrui made a deep impression on her. She took the Islamic 
profession of faith “on the basis of what I liked,” admitting that she still had 
much to learn about the religion. She affirms: “My real introduction to Islam 
began through the Muslim Youth Movement.” She had come into contact with 
the MYM when she went to its offices (upstairs from the da'wah office, where 
she had gone to make her profession of faith) expressing her interest in writing 
for Al-Qalam. She relates: “It was really in the ranks of the MYM that became 
more confident in myself and more confident Islamically because nobody re 
ally ever taught me.” Through the MYM youth camps she learned about |s 
lamic feminism. She mentions Memissi and Fazlur Rahman, whose work has 
deeply influenced Islamic feminist discourse. After entering the University of 
Natal she continued her study of Islam and Islamic feminist works and also 
read general works on feminism by Simone de Beauvoir, Germain Greer, and 
others. Unlike many, who find conflict between general feminist works and 
Islam, Magardie says: “The more I started studying secular feminism the more 
I started finding parallels within Islamic circles where feminism was an issue.” 
While excitedly trying to work through feminist questions and finding 
confluences between secular feminism and Islamic feminism, and being ac 
tive on the MYM Gender Desk with Shaikh, her life suddenly took a different 
turn when she met and married an Iranian cleric and turned to Shiii Islam 
She began to feel that the MYM was not sufficiently orthodox and now con 
tinued to study Islam under the tutelage of her husband. But, she recalls, “! 
neglected the whole women angle.” In the meantime Magardie finished at the 
university and began to work for the South African Broadcasting Company, 
moving from Durban to Johannesburg. She recalls how proud she was, as 4 
fresh, young professional, to be a Muslim, and a Shi‘i Muslim, and that her 
affiliation gave her a strong sense of identity. She explains that she was told 
she must, as a Shi‘i Muslim, follow a marja, a person trained in the Islamic sci 
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ences, who would guide her in religious interpretation. In this case Magardie’s 
marja was her husband (to add another layer of deference). So she went from 
thinking to being guided. Eventually she had problems, feeling deprived of 
her own ability to think. It was gender issues that provoked the turnabout. 
“I think it was polygamy that started the whole problem.” And she says she 
learned soon afterward about muta, or temporary marriage, in Shiii Islam. She 
had difficulty locating these practices in the Islam she knew, or imagined. 
Around this time she came into contact with Iranian Shi'i Islamic feminists 
Sheread Shahla Haeri’s book, with its critical analysis of muta, and the work of 
Ziba Mir-Hosseini on marriage and divorce. She questioned the idea of having 
togo through a marja rather than straight to the religious texts on her own. 

Continuing to weave together the different dimensions of her life, Ma- 
gardie explains that her move to Johannesburg and job at a leading South 
African newspaper thrust her into a wider world: 


Perhaps the Mail and Guardian can be credited with broadening my horizons. As 
my horizons broadened I guess I just came to feel more and more put down in my 
own life and thinking this [where she was at that moment in her thinking about Is- 
lam) is not really Islam. This is not the Islam that made me get up at the break of 
dawn and read fajr and feel so happy . .. and loving to go to pray. One of the things 
thatmade me feel part of a community, because I had no Islamic family, was going to 
tarawiah /the evening prayer after breaking fast] during Ramadan. When I became 
aShii they told me tarawiah was haram [forbidden], 


Magardie grappled more and more with the notions of ijtihad and hero 
tion that she could read the Qur'an for herself: 


Myunderstanding of the Qur'an—and I stand by it—was that it was not 
anelite. The Qur'an is simple. These people make it complicated. It used to 
me more and more. Strangely enough, I started drawing on my own 
ences Ironically, it was when Shamima had already died that I started Sayin 


Tetummed to her ideas, to MYM ideas. 


Sheretumed to her earlier Muslim self. Gender and ijtihad brough 
‘Othe place where she had been. She speaks of trying to work out for, 

Issue of polygamy by going straight to the Qur'an on her owns Ist 
say to myself the only salvation in Islam is ijtihad, because it keeps 


| 
| 
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learning and debate alive.” Narrating and reflecting on her narrative at the 


same time, Magardie says: 


I guess I plot out that particular course to say that my particular conclusion is now 
that—Allah forgive me should I be wrong and arrogant enough to come to conclu 
sions about his Holy Book without having studied enough—that I firmly believe and 
I am not turning my back on Islam and it is not even an itch but a pain that brings 
tears sometimes: that I have got to reconcile that in my heart I am a feminist. 
know I have problems with that term. I am a feminist because in the cours 
I have seen the most unbelievable horrors perpetrated against women in the name, 
culture and religion, and even in the name of nothing. 


Magardie affirms: “I am going to take from the Qur'an what I can agree with 
and what I don’t understand I am going to try not to throw aside anymore, 
because I have done that for long enough, but I am going to try and find an 
answer because I do believe Islam is the right way.” 

Roberts and Magardie bring two prior texts to their Islam: a prior text of 
feminism and a prior text of antiapartheid activism, a proliberation activism 
with an intense sense of equality and justice irrespective of race, ethnicity, 
and gender. The narratives of both women reveal the immediacy of these 
prior texts. They bring the South African vocabulary of struggle with them 
when they speak of being “conscientized Muslims.” 

Malika Ndlovu’s narrative of coming to Islamis, at the core, a story of “com 
ing home” and experiencing “an inexplicable familiarity with the religion” 
It is about “finding a degree of peace and relief that I cannot explain.” She 
strongly prefers the term “revert,” with its connotations of “return.” Again, like 

other women who newly embrace Islam, there are unanswered questions 


My mind, my intellect tries to figure it out and to come up with questions but now [as 
a Muslim] the questions are coming from a place of implicit faith, of implicit accep 
tance [such] that the mind boggles... I cannot understand how I came to peace with 
things I still do not have answers for intellectually. I don't have answers for things ! 
mentally grapple with. It is often like a sea and I would imagine literally the head of 
a question mark bobbing up and down on the waves... a whole range of questions. 
And constantly a wave comes and washes over these questions. It is not at all that 
these questions are being suppressed because it is not at all that water holds things 
down. It is a living, dynamic way of being at peace without having all the answers in 


order to commit to a certain place. 
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Ndlovu embarked on a quest for knowledge, wanting to learn about lived 
Islam through experiences of women. She created Project Nisa (in August 
2002), which began as a theater project, as her “first Islam-focused work on 
the arts.” She sought stories from Muslim women about their experiences 
of polygamy and divorce. Women’s experience was the starting point, not 
junspmudence. “As an artist and as a young Muslim and a growing Muslim, 
Thaye a lot of questions. By the grace of Allah, being an artist is a way I can 
happily raise these questions, as opposed to participating in academic debate 
or[being part of] a political saga. I can collaborate with a mixed group of Mus 
limwomen and also with non-Muslims.” Ndlovu quickly came to the idea of 
theIntermet and how she could be part of electronic story-sharing. The idea 
mushroomed beyond her expectations. It connected her as a new Muslim 
witha global community, or “family.” Other women, upon converting, have 
mentioned the lack of a Muslim family and the importance of finding one 
‘didnot grow up as part of a Muslim cultural community, so if! talk about 
being from a Muslim community I think global. I do not fit into any of these 
litle boxes.” She affirms: “Through Nisa a community can be built of people 
Who want to share and grow and express their creativity in a place where 
they feel at peace and a part of as Muslims and as women.” 

Ndlovu integrates her strong sense of justice, of dignity, of freedom to 
gow in Islam with her self-consciously “Islamic multimedia art.” Although 
she'enacts Islamic feminism with other women, new and born Muslims 
alike, she is uneasy with the baggage that attaches to “feminism.” She wom 
TieSabout the notion of “feminism” as an outside imposition and aboutif 
dlitism alienating the majority of African women. While the term “feminig 
andespecially its use in labeling are not to her liking, she confirms: 
aefeminist bones in my body that rattle about certain issues so thatll 


Women create their own feminism, helping to dispel the tenaciousm 
feminism is simply something out there. 
TheSouth African convert women are at home in their own country 


They come to Islam with liberatory ideas, and these are the ideas of the 
South Africa for which people so desperately fought. They came straight 
‘nislamic feminist movement that is part and parcel ofa vibrant prog 
Samic movement led by women and men together. 
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New Muslims for a New Islam 


I begin my concluding thoughts with a return to Wadud. Asa convert, Wadud 
“brings to her engagement with the religion,” as Barlas observes, echoing 
Pektas-Weber’s approach, “a spirit of critical inquiry that leads her to ask 
questions of it that people who are born Muslim often do not consider ask- 
ing” (2003). Barlas continues about Wadud: “She came to Islam [as a student, 
taking the shahada on Thanksgiving Day 1972] by asking critical questions of 
it about the purpose of life and her own role init. ... in the Qur'an, she found 
a ‘vision of the world,’ and beyond, with meanings and possibilities for self 
that lead to certainty” (2003). Through her hermeneutic investigation Wadud 
articulated the Qur’anic message of gender equality and social justice, anda 
call for their implementation, at the core of Islamic feminism. 

Wadud’s story became part of the story of South African Islamic femi- 
nist activism in a most immediate sense when she visited the country fora 
conference in 1994. At the invitation of progressive Muslims, Wadud wasin- 
vited to speak at Friday congregational prayer at the Claremont Main Street 
Mosque in Cape Town. She gave a pre-khutba (pre-sermon) talk on the power 
of mothering. On that occasion women of the congregation came down from 
their usual places in the loft to the main space and sat together to the right 
in rows parallel to those of the men. The event, which was immensely inspir 
ing and uplifting to many, was seen by others as an assault on Islam. Threats 
of violence ensued, but in the end progressive Islam was victorious. Women 
have since given pre-khutba talks and women congregants have remained on 
the main floor of the mosque (Esack 1999; Tayob 1999).*4 

I would like to quote Wadud from her new preface to the new edition of 
her book Quran and Woman, which is relevant for convert women and to all 


who dare to engage in ijtihad. 


As an African-American who was embraced by Islam over a quarter of a century 
ago, I have felt that Islam was a haven in these times of global crisis and chaos. | 
was unprepared for the schisms that have arisen between me and some members of 
the Muslim community. Since the publication of Quran and Woman, the gender 
justice I aspire for is sometimes resisted by more conservative Muslims. I often feel 
that although I entered into a tradition whose holy prophet required Muslim males 
and females to seek knowledge until the grave, that as a woman, of African origin, 
and an American convert to Islam, I was not supposed to seek beyond what others 
hand down to me. 


~~ 
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m to say: 
imes most consistently hurled at me are “Western” and “feminist.” “West- 
an that I can only be who I am: a daughter of the West, born and raised 


an of African descent. It is reduced, however, to mean anti-Islam. “Femi- 
edin a similar reductionist manner. No reference is ever made to the defini- 


ves of the British, Dutch, and South African women reviewed 
and clues about links between conversion to Islam and Is- 
ism. I have tried to follow the clues, to see where they lead in the 


consumption and production of knowledge, of knowledge and know- 
uthority, edging, if often haltingly, toward the articulation and prac- 
Jamic feminism. 

uxtaposition of South African narratives with European narratives 
ower of history, identity, politics, and positioning in the lives g 
how they impact gender thinking. In the first two stages, th 
Dconversion and the moment of embrace, the narratives of the 


r conversion that the stories split: the South African and Eur 
outh African converts entered (if with some detours) a wor 
Islam. They entered into a scene in which an Islamic fem 
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in the West to take charge and to celebrate and enact their strengths as Mus. 
lims. Meanwhile, as also noted, second-generation Dutch Muslims who ab- 
sorbed their religion as a set of inherited cultural practices (modified by their 
new environments) are starting to seek deeper Islamic religious knowledge 
alongside Dutch converts. Together, old and new Muslim women are begin- 
ning to unravel the patriarchal threads entangled in the stories they have 
been told about Islam as they work out their own understandings of Quran- 
based gender equality and social justice. Together, they are standing up to the 
patriarchal projects of political Islam and virulent cultural racism/Islamo- 


phobia.” 


Islamic feminism is both modernist and postmodernist, as it is at once 
local and global. Islamic feminism clearly is not something “out there,” but 
rather “internal.” It is a work in progress: it is being constructed and enacted, 
refined and redefined, by Muslims at multiple sites. My purpose has been to 
see how converts access and produce Islamic feminism. This production may 
come in the form of asking hard questions, looking for sound answers, or 
having the courage to live by the Islamic principles that Islamic feminism 
uncovers and reappropriates. The enactment of Islamic feminism is about 
fighting multiple injustices. Thinking women, as converts to Islam, will not 


be able to stand back. 


Van Nieuwkerk met a Dutch convert wearing a chain on her neck, from 
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which dangled an Allah ornament and a feminist symbol. | end this early 
chapter in the story of conversion and Islamic feminism by leaving readers 


with this telling image. 


Notes 


1. She offers a reflective narrative on 
her life in “On Belonging as a Muslim 
Woman” (Wadud 1995). 

2. An example to the contrary is 
Rebekah Lee, who is examining African 
women’s conversion to Islam in South Af- 
rica, specifically in and around Cape Town 
(2002). 

3. It was through interviews and oral 
histories that I first discovered evidence 
of Islamic feminism quietly taking shape 
before it became a public discourse. More- 
over, this happened quite by accident as I 


was investigating contemporary Muslim 
women’s definitions of feminism, having 
previously focused on earlier historical 
definitions extant in written records or in 
the historical memories of women (Badran 
1993). 

4. In this chapter I have drawn from 
the narratives of three South African 
women, four Dutch women, and two Brit- 
ish women, one of whom is on the conver 
sion path. The imbalance from the British 
side was a problem of logistics, (Since I 
completed this chapter, the woman on 


terviews, but pursuing 
‘ond the scope of my 


Islam 
Islam, see Lee 2002. 


has been recognized, as 

vints out in her chapter and 

illustrates in her analysis 

mn narratives. While 

d conversion nar- 

of tropes can be put 

have their limitations, 
remarks. Such narratives 

in probing links between 

ad feminism. To the contrary 

he lack of a possible feminist 

he conversion story.” 

tion of reversion see 

, quoted in Lee 2002, 55. 

Ission of the term “new 

1 fiyah Abdel Haleem 2003. 

ple, the New Muslims 
mnewmuslimsproject 


ions of the foreign see 
2003. 

ly detailed and complex 
ity in Islam, see Khaled 


Sakaranaho speaks of the 

ince of the rational along with the 
rwomen in coming to Islam, 
to “feminist converts” 
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14. See Thinking about Secularism and 
Law in Egypt (2001). 

15. By way of comparison, in 1984 
Swedish Muslims formed the Islamic 
Women’s Association in Gothenburg. Both 
converts and born Muslims pioneered in 
this association, where they played helpful 
organizing roles (Roald 2003). 

16. She refers to her discovery of 
Mernissi’s Women and Islam: An Historical 
and Theological Enquiry (1991). 

17. See Wadud (1995, 264). Speaking of 
the often unrecognized imbrication of cul- 
ture and religion by born Muslims, Wadud 
says: “Whatever has passed for ‘Islam’ in 
their cultures (and sometimes it is a big 
‘whatever’) is unquestionably accepted as 
the full meaning of Islam” (1995, 263-264). 

18. See van Nieuwkerk (2004) on the 
intensification and spread of the cultural 
difference discourse. 


19. Pnina Werbner, who studies the 
South Asian Muslim diaspora in Britain, 
writes in “The Predicament of Diaspora 
and Millennial Islam: In the Aftermath o 
September 11” (closer in time to the even 
of September 11), that “The tragedy is thi 


of their identity and citizenship int 
country of settlement” (2001). Afem 


there. 

21. She has written about her captivity, 
and release in her book In the Hands of the! 
Taliban (London: Robson Books, 2001), i 


22. A recent statement on her journey 
to Islam issued on March 5, 2003, can be 
found at http://wwwsistersinislam.net. 

23. K6se found in his research on British 
converts that they were turning to Islam 
because “the articles of faith and practices 
support each other more.” This idealized 
version of Islam seems widespread in the 
West, according to the conversion litera- 
ture (1999, 303). 

24. Author interview with Sadiyya 
Shaikh, who was present at the talk. 
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— OGTE TRANSMISSION AND IDENTITY 


CHAPTER 9 


How Deborah Became Aisha 


ugh (see, for example, Rambo 1993; Kose 1996; Poston 1992; 
; Roald, this volume). These works recognize that there are vari- 
Onverts, many routes to conversion, and different types of Islam 
individual may convert. Three important issues, however, are 
most studies. First, a consideration of how conversion to Islam 
only a change in the convert’s religious identity, but also a rene- 
ocial, gender, and national identities. Second, how these new 


cipant-observation and interviews with a group of twen 
‘i converts who attended a weekly Islamic education/discuss 


and his wife who were not attached to this group.* 
ay discussion by looking at the conversion story of 


Ortance of considering the social context in which the 
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The Conversion Process 


Before I discuss how identity is created, I want to take a closer look at what 
other researchers have said about the conversion process. Though, as | men: 
tion in my introduction, a number of people are working in this field, | will 
focus my discussion on Kése’s work on conversion to Islam in Britain (1994, 
1996). I have two reasons for this: First, Kose is one of the few people to have 
published work on the conversion process in Britain; and second, I found his 
work very helpful in explaining what I was observing in Glasgow, since his 
findings largely agreed with mine. 

According to Kése (1996), reciting the shahada (the declaration of faith) 
was only one stage in a much longer and more gradual process of becoming 
Muslim. The process of conversion, in fact, starts long before one declares 
oneself as a Muslim. He noted that many of the converts he interviewed felt 
that their religion of origin and the values presented to them by their parents 
and society were irrelevant to their life. This disaffection did not lead toa 
“crisis of faith.” Rather, they continued on with life as normal and entered 
“spiritual moratorium” that lasted anumber of years. At the end of this period, 
many of his informants either experienced cognitive concerns that led them 
to seek answers from other religions or experienced emotional problems or 
turmoil that led them to think that religion might lead them to answers. Be 
cause these people were not satisfied with their religion of origin, they did 
not experience a religious revival—that is, they did not become “born again.’ 
Rather, they sought answers elsewhere. At this stage, the presence of other 
Muslims tended to play a crucial role in the conversion process. 

As I gathered conversion stories in Glasgow, I discovered that many— 
though not all—fit the pattern described by Kése (1996). Aisha, for exam- 
ple, was raised as a member of the Salvation Army. She felt that this belief 
system had some logical inconsistencies. These, however, were not an issue 
for her, as she found herself caught up in the concerns of a typical teenager. 

Her meeting with her future husband led her to question her previous be- 
liefs. She admitted that she began to ask herself existential questions, such 
as “Why am I here?” and “What really happens after I die?” Aisha was at 
tracted to Islam as a possible source of answers to these questions because 
she was impressed with the example set by the man who was to become her 
husband. After meetings and discussions with him she came to see that Is 
lam answered questions that her previous Christian faith did not, and she 
decided to convert.3 
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To he m lajority of the women I talked with, affective ties with Muslims 


lectual appeal to them.* That is, it makes sense in terms of their 
mvyalue systems and seems logical in comparison with alternative belief 


edin Islam when she had a Muslim boyfriend. The more she 
m, the more she realized that her boyfriend was not “a good 
noted that many of the older Pakistani people she met followed 
d “Pakistani village Islam,” which owed more to Pakistani local 
t'did to the strict sayings of the Qur’an and hadith. In fact, she 
had met more of these people when she was becoming inter- 
she probably wouldn’t have converted. 

motes that continued interaction with Muslims is very impor- 


on hand to guide her. Also, as she spent more and more time with 
nd’s family and other Muslims, she found that she received positive 

pement to “live as a Muslim.” This process was also at work among 
men who attended Aisha’s meetings. Their conversions were rece 
ely by their husbands and in-laws. Interacting with otheg 
men during Aisha’s meetings also helped these women E€ 
ny problems that they had could be discussed with 
al solutions proposed. 


olved the gradual adoption of “Muslim” practices. 
that many of the people he interviewed went through 
ibefore declaring their faith. That is, they tried to practi¢ 
slam before finally deciding to convert. Even after taking thes 
tofhis subjects only gradually came to take up all of the pract 
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of Islam. He claims that they were more likely to take up the prohibitions 
first, such as avoiding pork and alcohol. Then they gradually adopted daily 
prayer or wearing the hijab. My own research supports this. Aisha claimed 
that she had been a Muslim for two years before she “felt strong enough in 
her faith to wear hijab in public.” Many of the women I interviewed said that 
there was a difference between things that you could do on your own (such 

as not eating pork or praying every day) and things that you had to do in pub- 

lic (such as wearing your hijab at work). It was one thing to admit to yourself 
that you were a Muslim and to act accordingly in your private life, it was 
quite another to feel strong enough in your faith to present yourself as a Mus 

lim to everyone else. 

In spite of the fact that I found K6se’s (1996) work helpful in explaining 
what I was seeing in Glasgow, I soon found that it had its limitations. His re- 
search is based on questionnaires and interviews with fifty male and twenty 
female informants and only scrapes the surface in discussing the changes 
that happen to a person who converts. For example, Kése helped make me 
aware of the importance of affective ties in the conversion process. However, 
his analysis looks at the presence or absence of affective ties and does not 
consider how this relates to the wider social context in which converts try 
to live as Muslims. Clearly, in the case of Aisha’s group, meeting with other 

Muslim women had a profound effect on the converts. 

Another area in which I feel Kose only scrapes the surface is his work 
on the degree to which Islamic observances are taken up by converts. This 
involves looking at measurable indicators of Islamic religiosity, such as fre- 
quency of prayer or observance of food taboos. As an anthropologist, I feel 
that the process of becoming a Muslim is not just about the adoption of cer- 
tain quantifiable practices. It is also a process of learning how to see yourself 
as a Muslim, how to live as a Muslim, and how to present yourself to others as 
a Muslim. That is, Kése fails to deal with the process of how identity changes 
during the conversion process. 

The key to understanding the conversion process is not simply to look 
at how certain individuals progress through the “stages” of conversion. We 
have to look at how progression through these stages involved the creation 
of a Muslim identity. In looking at this process, it is crucial to realize that 
this does not happen in a vacuum of self-discovery. A person does not be- 
come a Muslim in isolation.’ Becoming and being a Muslim, particularly in 
the case of women, means interacting with other Muslims who may have 
different ideas of what Islam is and how it should be practiced. This means 
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a images of Islam. It also involves dealing with families, 
rkers who have preconceived (and often media-fed) images 


le begin to negotiate what being a Muslim means to them. 
ating personal identity, creating a Muslim identity, and re- 
onal and gender identity. I will look more closely at these 


Vb isha: Re-creating Religious and Gender Identity 
nen I talked to recognized that conversion involved not just a 
ion, but a change in who they were. In spite of the fact that the 
begins before taking the shahada, it was this rite of pas- 
d the start of a change in identity. Many of the women told 
take the shahada, you are forgiven for all of your previous 
hh, like a newborn baby. Many women described a feeling 
they committed to following Allah and recited the shahada. 
ibed a feeling of peace; she said: “It is like you are born 
L ‘Start all over again, free from sin.” Most of the women who 

eto take on a Muslim name to symbolize this new person that 
The idea of starting life again clean of sin is important 


that a “born” Muslim would get for the same deeds. Thinking 
®in terms of the Day of Judgment marked a major shift in the 
en thought about their choices and actions. One woman said: 
to the choices I make now. I can either choose to pray, orl ca 


tch East Enders [a popular soap opera].” 


igs. So I knew that Islam was right.” The women explai 
tring to the belief that all people, angels, animals, 
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humans have free choice. Those who are not Muslims have made choices 


that have taken them away from the path of Allah. When you take the sha 
hada you are returning to Allah. For this reason, the women | talked with did 
not refer to themselves as converts, but as reverts. 

Becoming a Muslim woman necessitates a renegotiation of your gender 
identity. You have to accept the role that Allah set out for women. This places 
you in a particular relationship to your husband, children, in-laws, and par: 
ents. Many women indicated that there were some aspects of the Islamic 
view of women that agreed with their own personal preconversion beliefs. A 
prime example of this is the positive value placed on motherhood. As Aisha 
put it, “In wider society, people say, ‘Oh, you are just a housewife.’ According 
to Islam, heaven lies at the feet of your mother. People have to respect their 
mothers. Being a housewife is an important role in society.” 

Women's rights under Islam were a common topic of discussion. As 
women learned more about their rights, this affected their relationships 
with their husbands. At one meeting, it was mentioned that under Islam, it 
was the husband’s duty to provide for the family and that his wife's money 
remained hers to control. This came as a surprise to one recently marred 
woman. She said that her husband sent all of his money to Pakistan, while 
her wages went to supporting the household. She said that her husband tried 
to justify this by saying it was his obligation to respect his parents and send 
money to them. Armed with this new knowledge about her rights as a Mus 
lim wife, she went home to challenge her husband. 

Many of the women said that being Muslim was something that affected 
their everyday life. That is, becoming Muslim is not just about taking on@ 
new religious identity. It affects who you are as a person and how you livé 
your life on an hour-to-hour and day-by-day basis. One woman, who wastell 
ing me about how Islam added structure to her life, said: “My day is divided 
by prayer, I know what to eat and what to avoid, I know how to wash, how 
to dress, and how to act towards my children and husband.” It is not enough 
to think like a Muslim, you also have to act like one. The physical aspects 0! 
becoming a Muslim—changing your diet, your clothes, the way you wash 
looking down when you pass men in the streets; and the actions of praying— 
all play an important role in the creation of a new identity. Effectively, you! 
new religion becomes embodied, and your actions serve to reaffirm you! 
identity as a Muslim woman. 

In order to demonstrate the physical aspect of becoming Muslim, | will 
give several examples of some of the lessons and discussions that took plat 


er 
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during Aisha’s meetings. Even though a large part of the meetings was given 
qerto discussing the Quran and hadith, we very often considered the practi- 
qilaspects of living as a Muslim. In fact, many of the passages that we looked 
a#inthe Quran and hadith concerned issues such as dress, cleanliness, 
payer, and fasting. 

When a new convert arrived at one of the meetings, Aisha would always 
sartwith teaching her how to pray. Even women who had not converted were 
invited to join in the prayer. When I prayed with the women, | could not help 
bitnotice how standing side by side with these women made us feel part of 
thegroup. The actions of standing and bowing reminded me of our submission 
Allah During the meetings, we covered other aspects of living as a Muslim. 
Therules on purification were particularly important. Women were told how 
i0wash before prayer and how to purify themselves after intercourse or men- 
sitiation. They even learned how to go to the bathroom: which foot to use to 
tlerand leave the bathroom, which dia (supplication) to say as they entered, 
adhow to clean themselves without using toilet paper. 

Appropriate dress for women and men was another popular topic. There 
Wereanumber of debates on the hijab. A major problem some of the women 
fated Was being told by their mothers-in-law that they were not dressed 
‘toperly” because they did not wear traditional Pakistani female attire. 
Hearing and discussing what the Qur’an and hadith said about dress helped 

Women make decisions about what to wear. 

Rating and fasting were also discussed during the meetings. Whereas 
Mostwomen were aware of which categories of food were haram and halal, 
they still talked about the practicalities of shopping: where could you get ha- 
lalmeat, which makes of gelatin you could buy, and what to do about provid- 
inghalalschool lunches. When we had a meeting to learn about fasting and 
tmadan, one woman wanted to know how she could prepare food for her 
ening guests if she could not taste the food to check the seasoning. This led 
“alively debate where various women described their strategy for coping 
wihthis: some women did not taste the food at all, others tasted the food 

tipof their tongue and then spatit out. I mention this example because 
oo illustration of the extent to which Muslim female identity 
“tbodied. The woman who asked the question was not just concerned abo 

‘hing a good Muslim and doing her fast correctly, she also wanted/to/beva 

*0d Muslim wife and provide well-flavored food for her family and guests 

AS with Kose’s interviewees, not all of the women who attended Aisha’ ; 

Parried out all of the practices mentioned above. In fact, some of the 
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humans have free choice. Those who are not Muslims have made choices 
that have taken them away from the path of Allah. When you take the sha 
hada you are returning to Allah. For this reason, the women] talked with did 
not refer to themselves as converts, but as reverts. 

Becoming a Muslim woman necessitates a renegotiation of your gender 
identity. You have to accept the role that Allah set out for women. This places 
you in a particular relationship to your husband, children, in-laws, and par 
ents. Many women indicated that there were some aspects of the Islamic 
view of women that agreed with their own personal preconversion beliefs. A 
prime example of this is the positive value placed on motherhood. As Aisha 
put it, “In wider society, people say, ‘Oh, you are just a housewife.’ According 
to Islam, heaven lies at the feet of your mother. People have to respect their 
mothers. Being a housewife is an important role in society.” 

Women’s rights under Islam were a common topic of discussion. As 
women learned more about their rights, this affected their relationships 
with their husbands. At one meeting, it was mentioned that under Islam, it 
was the husband’s duty to provide for the family and that his wife's money 
remained hers to control. This came as a surprise to one recently married 
woman. She said that her husband sent all of his money to Pakistan, while 
her wages went to supporting the household. She said that her husband tried 
to justify this by saying it was his obligation to respect his parents and send 
money to them. Armed with this new knowledge about her rights as a Mus 
lim wife, she went home to challenge her husband. 

Many of the women said that being Muslim was something that affected 
their everyday life. That is, becoming Muslim is not just about taking on 2 
new religious identity. It affects who you are as a person and how you live 
your life on an hour-to-hour and day-by-day basis. One woman, who was tel! 
ing me about how Islam added structure to her life, said: “My day is divided 
by prayer, I know what to eat and what to avoid, I know how to wash, how 
to dress, and how to act towards my children and husband.” It is not enough 
to think like a Muslim, you also have to act like one. The physical aspects 0! 
becoming a Muslim—changing your diet, your clothes, the way you wash 
looking down when you pass men in the streets; and the actions of praying— 
all play an important role in the creation of a new identity. Effectively, you! 
new religion becomes embodied, and your actions serve to reaffirm you! 


identity as a Muslim woman. 
In order to demonstrate the physical aspect of becoming Muslim, | wil 
give several examples of some of the lessons and discussions that took plat¢ 


en 
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during Aisha’s meetings. Even though a large part of the meetings was given 
qyerto discussing the Quran and hadith, we very often considered the practi- 
calaspects of living as a Muslim. In fact, many of the passages that we looked 
ain the Quran and hadith concerned issues such as dress, cleanliness, 


prayer, and fasting. 

When a new convert arrived at one of the meetings, Aisha would always 
santwith teaching her how to pray. Even women who had not converted were 
invited to join in the prayer. When I prayed with the women, I could not help 
butnotice how standing side by side with these women made us feel part of 
thegroup. The actions of standing and bowing reminded me of our submission 
toAllah: During the meetings, we covered other aspects of living as a Muslim. 
Thenules on purification were particularly important. Women were told how 
owash/before prayer and how to purify themselves after intercourse or men 
Smuation: They even learned how to go to the bathroom: which foot to use to 
tilerand leave the bathroom, which di/a (supplication) to say as they entered, 
adhow to clean themselves without using toilet paper. 

“Apptopniate dress for women and men was another popular topic. There 
Waeanumber of debates on the hijab. A major problem some of the women 
fed was being told by their mothers-in-law that they were not dressed 
Woperly” because they did not wear traditional Pakistani female attire. 
Hearing and discussing what the Qur'an and hadith said about dress helped 
Women make decisions about what to wear. 

Hating and fasting were also discussed during the meetings. Whereas 
"ost Women were aware of which categories of food were haram and halal, 
‘heystilltalked about the practicalities of shopping: where could you get ha- 
llmeat, which makes of gelatin you could buy, and what to do about provid 
“shalalschool lunches. When we had a meeting to learn about fasting and 

saat on€ woman wanted to know how she could prepare food for her 
“ening guests ifshe could not taste the food to check the seasoning. Thisled 
Malively debate where various women described their strategy for coping 
Mihthis: some women did not taste the food at all, others tasted the food} 

tip of their tongue and then spat it out. I mention this example because 
454 good illustration of the extent to which Muslim female ident 
/odied The woman who asked the question was not just concerned 
ga Good Muslim and doing her fast correctly, she also wanted 

Muslim wife and provide well-flavored food for her family and 
ASwith Kose’s interviewees, not all of the women who attended 

0 caried out all of the practices mentioned above In fact, somi 


242 TRANSMISSION AND IDENTITY 243 


non-Muslim women said that even though they believed in the precepts of 
Islam, they could never become Muslim because it would be impossible to 
make all of these changes to their daily practices. Perhaps one of the reasons 


out themselves, they began to relate to the experiences of 
mbers. I noticed that they used similar phrases and examples 


Aisha was so successful in da‘wah was that she told these women that taking E : Thad never thought about it like that before, but now that you 
the shahada was a first step and that these practices could be adopted at their nenhon actly how I felt.” For example, when I asked about wom- 
own pace:as their faith grew stronger, they would find it easier. Some of these aistights under Islam or about wearing the hijab, I got very similar responses 
women did eventually convert. They were encouraged by other women in fomthe women. This indicated to me that they were all well versed in having 


the group who admitted to having similar misgivings about their ability to 
adopt all of these practices. For all of the women, even those who did not yet 
follow all of the practices of Islam, carrying them out played an important 
role in being a Muslim woman. Every time that a woman would pray, saya 
dia before entering the bathroom, or provide a good meal for her family, she 
reaffirmed her decision to live as a Muslim woman. That is, a Muslim identity 
is embodied through daily bodily practices. These actions are also important 
in letting other people see that you are a Muslim. Many women would first 
take up practices that would be witnessed by other Muslims, such as prayet. ‘role. In this next section, I will turn my attention to 
Only later, when they felt stronger about their Muslim identity, would they encout c how converts relate to the wider Muslim community. 
take up practices that would identify them as Muslims to non-Muslims, such Discs ©) 
as wearing the hijab at work. ea 

In addition to embodying Islam, the process of creating a Muslim identity 
involves reinterpreting the past. Discourse plays an important role in this 
reinterpretation. When women talked about their past, certain key themes 
and phrases were repeated. I have no doubt that these were learned by listen- 
ing to or reading about other people’s conversion stories. In their conversion 
stories, all of the women compared their current lifestyle to their past one. 
Many noted that before becoming Muslim their life had no direction. Asa 
result of becoming Muslim, they now followed Allah's will and knew what 
their purpose was. Another common theme was that after their conversion, 
they had more respect for themselves as women. As one woman said: 


‘to their family and other non-Muslims. Discussions dur- 
etings did not only help women learn about Islam. They 


. concretize and order their thoughts and experiences. It 
abulary to express their thoughts and problems and to 
oks and Web sites that focus on conversion stories and 
serve a similar purpose.’ It is clear that in talking and 
as a Muslim, contact with or reading about other 


Bian 
i n the Wider Muslim “Community”® 


-of discussion at the meetings was women’s relation- 
. Reverts to Islam refer to themselves, and are re- 
uslims,” in contrast to “born Muslims.” New Muslims 
ver Muslims. Many commented that when they made it 
im friends or relatives that they had decided to revert, 
tically welcomed as “sisters.” They were hugged and were 


Before, I used to wear short skirts and low-cut tops. I turned myself into a sex object 
just to please men. I always used to worry what I looked like. I always wanted to 
be prettier. Now I cover myself when I go out and men treat me with respect. | am 
not worried about what men think about my looks. I am worried about what Allah 
thinks. Of course, I still worry what my husband thinks. It is part of my duty to look 
good for him so that his eyes don’t wander. 


requent interaction with other Muslims (new a 
uslims’ understanding of Islam. This include 


mn topic of conversations during the women’sn 
1 distinguishing between Islam (what is laid out 
id Pakistani, Malaysian, or Arabic cultural practice 
loted that after their conversion, “born” Musli 


I have heard several variations of this quotation. 
For the women I met, the classes that Aisha ran were an important forum 
for learning how to talk about their past, conversion/reversion, and future. As 
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praying in a different way from the Pakistani women. Nevertheless, she noted 
that the Pakistani women never criticized the Malaysian women. “It’s like 
they are accepted for what they are because they are born Muslim, whereas 
what I do is open to criticism because I’m anew Muslim. Even if what] am do- 
ing is proper Islam and what the women want me to do is Pakistani custom’ 
This contrast between Islam and what I call Muslim customs figures in 
some conversion stories. Zenab was married to a wealthy businessman of 
Pakistani origins before she became Muslim. Her in-laws were opposed to 
the marriage, and Zenab had quite a negative attitude toward Islam because 
of the way she saw her husband’s relatives acting. Nevertheless, she started to 
learn about Islam, because she knew that when she had children, they would 
have to be raised as Muslims. The more she read about Islam the more shete- 
alized that the practices she did not like were actually Pakistani customs. She 
found that she actually agreed with many of the teachings of Islam and so de- 
cided to convert. However, she did not tell her in-laws about the conversion, 
because she did not want them to think that she converted for their sake. 
New Muslims who, unlike Aisha, decide not to let the dominant Pakistani 
group sway the way they practice Islam face criticism from the Muslim “com: 
munity.” During my investigations, I met a Scottish couple, Elisabeth and 
Paul, who had both converted to Islam. Even though Elisabeth knows Aisha, 
she does not attend her meetings. Elisabeth became Muslim two months be 
fore Aisha. She converted after learning about Islam from her husband, who 
had converted several years earlier. Elisabeth and her husband are both uni- 
versity-educated. They take a more questioning and critical approach to Islam 
than Aisha. Paul has traveled to many Muslim countries, speaks and reads Ara- 
bic, and has been studying Islam for twenty years. They feel that local Muslim 
organizations are “too Pakistani” in their interpretations and practices. They 
noted that this view of Islam is passed on to some new Muslims, suchas Aisha, 
who are directed to read only “approved” books and translations. 
Elisabeth and Paul criticize some interpretations and translations of the 
Quran and hadith that are commonly accepted locally, quoting the works 
of a variety of scholars that are not accepted by regional imams. For exam- 
ple, Elisabeth does not wear the hijab, because the Qur'an does not say that 
women need to cover their heads. This controversial stance has caused fric- 
tion between Elisabeth and other Muslim women. She was told to come 
back “properly dressed” when she tried to attend a women’s meeting in the 
mosque without wearing the hijab.’ At another meeting, there was an outcry 
when she suggested an alternative translation of a particular word in one 
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e Quran, which would change the meaning of the passage. She no 
ds these meetings and prefers to pray at home rather than go to 


he wider context in which women’s meetings operate. Many of 
meetings held in the mosques are very Pakistani-dominated. 
eetings are among the few that cater to the needs of new Muslim 
women are encouraged to ask challenging questions, there is 
e fact that the woman who leads the group meetings and who 
ajor role in shaping the development of newly converted women is 
traditional in her views. 


is Be Halal? Becoming a Scottish Muslim 


ople who convert to Islam are placed in a problematic position. To 
,they have “turned their back” on practices that are seen as typi- 
ish/British, such as going to the pub after work and having bacon 
ea kfast. Aisha, who speaks Punjabi and wears a shalwar chamese, 
erself as “between cultures”: “I feel neither fully British (I don't 
or celebrate Christmas), but nor am I Pakistani.” In addition to 
heir religious and gender identity, new Muslims must also rene- 
British and Scottish identity. Women do this ina variety of ways. 
feel caught between two worlds, like Aisha. Others emphasize their 
entity over all others: “I am a Muslim first, Scottish second, and 
id.” Some actively redefine their national identity: “I am a Scot- 
a. That is, they feel that a Scottish national identity should in- 
ims, a view the current Scottish parliament is working hard to 
With its “One Scotland, Many Cultures” campaign. For people like 
abeth, who have more or less cut themselves off from the wider 
i-dominated Muslim community, this is a popular option. Still oth- 
lay the problem of renegotiating national identity by emphasizing 
sal community of Muslims: “Islam transcends national and cul- 
ndaries, so my national identity is not an issue.” 
ing a British or a Scottish Muslim is not only about national id 
ractical level it involves living amongst and interacting with 
id Scottish people, many of whom are not Muslim. As these 
heir daily lives, they have to seek Muslim solutions to p 
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I knew did not celebrate Christmas. These were women who were married 
to Muslim men and were raising their children as Muslims. However, one 
1 She 


of the single Muslim women still celebrated Christmas with her family. She 
rationalized this by saying: 


Christmas is about the birth of Isa [Jesus], who we recognize in Islam as a prophet. 
So, it is not against Islam to celebrate the birth of a prophet as long as you don't goin 
for the nonreligious stuff: Also, according to Islam, you are supposed to respect your 
parents. Going to see my parents at Christmas is a way of showing them respéct.... 
My parents are very supportive. They even tried to get a halal turkey." 


During the women’s meetings, national identity was rarely discussed. A 
more frequent topic of conversation was the reactions of non-Muslims to 
their conversion. All of the women felt strongly about the commonly held 
view that Islam is a religion that discriminates against women: “People see 
pictures of how the Taliban treat women in Afghanistan and think that all 
Muslim women are treated this way.” A recently converted woman told me: 


My parents were afraid that I was going to become a terrorist. My friends asked me 
how could I give up my freedom. I told them that in this country you can't sell a car 
without having a naked girl lying on the bonnet. How free and liberated is that? 


When I asked women what bothered them the most about how they were 
perceived by the general public, they all mentioned the way people reacted 
to their wearing the hijab: 


One man asked me if my husband forced me to wear the hijab! I told him I doitasa 
sign of devotion to Allah. Nuns can walk around with their hair covered as a sign of 
their devotion and no one complains. Why can’t people accept that I wear hijab asa 
sign of devotion?! 

Just as there were convergences in the women’s conversion stories, there are 
similarities in the way in which these women talk about the rights of Muslim 


women. New converts learn how to explain Islam to their parents by listening 
to stories of how older converts managed to overcome the same problems. 


Conclusion: The Process of Becoming Muslim after Taking the Shahada 


Near the beginning of this chapter, I mentioned that most of the new Mus 
lim women I talked to only began to wear the hijab a few years after taking 
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hahada. For these women, the process of becoming a Muslim was a 
‘that began with re-creating their religious and gender identity; re- 
T ig the past; learning how to verbalize their experiences; learning 
alk about Islam; and taking up new bodily practices. People need 
djust to these changes and to feel comfortable with them. It is easiest 


eir faith and have learned to answer people’s questions that they 
themselves as Muslims to the wider public. Wearing the hijab when 


lion to everyone that you want everyone to know you are a Muslim. 
chapter has tried to demonstrate that to understand why and how 
yomen become Muslim women we need to focus on the processes 
n ow identity is created. This must take into account: (r) the ways 
dentity is embodied; (2) the effects of social interaction with Mus- 
rider British/Scottish society; (3) the wider power context in which 


es and in re-creating biography. 

pter, I only refer to a small number of women. Nevertheless, the 
could be used to study other groups of converts." It would also 
hg to see comparisons with new Muslims in countries that are not 
iby Pakistani forms of Islam, such as France and the United States. 


mmons’s account of her conversion to the Nation of Islam in the 
tes provide a sharp contrast to the situation in Glasgow. These ex- 
upport my claim that the conversion process must be understood by 
ithe wider social context in which converts live. 


e this is a very small sample 3. Of course, my description of 


only one man and no non- 
Imake no claims that my 
Tepresentative of Muslims in 


conversion is based on Aisha's ni 
memories of the events as they ha 
It is difficult to say if events re 
pened in the way she describes 
less, it is important that shem 


Majority of Muslims in Glasgow 
them as having happened int 


stani cultural origins. 
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my comments on discourse later on in this 
chapter). 

4. Allievi (1998, 1999) also looks at rela- 
tional (affective) and rational (intellectual) 
conversions. 

5. This is particularly the case for people 
who have affective ties with Muslims 
before they convert. However, even people 
who convert for purely intellectual rea- 
sons will have some degree of interaction 
with other Muslims. 

6. Even though most of the women took 
on anew name, not all of them used it in 
public after they first converted. 

7. For an excellent discussion of discourse 
in online narratives of conversion stories, 
see van Nieuwkerk’s chapter in this 


volume. 

8. I feel I have to put the word community 
in quotation marks. People in Glasgow 
(Muslims and non-Muslims alike) talk 
about the Muslim community. In real- 

ity, however, there is little sense of this 
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CHAPTER 10) 


Keeping the Faith 
Convert Muslim Mothers and the Transmission 


of Female Muslim Identity in the West 


Marcia Hermansen 


Te chapter is a study of Euro-American female converts to Islam in the 
United States who have raised daughters as Muslims since their conver- 
sion. Through a series of personal interviews conducted either in face-to-face 
meetings or over the telephone, I gathered data based on a loose protocol 
of questions. This study was intended to examine the experiences of con 
vert mothers who attempted to raise daughters with Muslim identities. My 
theoretical analysis of the results frames their responses within identity is 
sues—for example, how self-perceptions evolved during the individuals’ life 
cycles against the background of external factors such as the development 
of a Muslim immigrant community in the United States, cultural change in 
American attitudes toward women’s roles, and global political events. 

My sample is a group of eleven Euro-American women who converted 
to Islam between 1967 and 1980 who reflected on their experiences raising 
nineteen of their twenty-one daughters (I excluded two daughters who are 
under fifteen years of age). In a certain sense all the mothers are “individual” 
converts, that is, women who claim to have chosen conversion of their own 
volition. Although some converted only after marriage to Muslim males, 
they asserted that they never felt pressured to make that decision. Seven of 
the women are married to other Euro-Americans, and I will subsequently 
refer to this combination as an “AA” marriage, and four others married im 
migrant Muslim males, which I will mark as an “AI” combination. In order 
to limit the variables in identity transmission, I did not interview African 
American convert mothers as part of this research. 

The very fact that there is a new generation of Muslims bom to the first co 
hort of convert women is a significant milestone. Allievi refers to the cohort 
of the convert mothers as “generation zero,” since it is their children who will 
really be the first ones growing up as “American Muslims” (1998, 216). 

Fifteen years ago I considered for the first time the types of American women 
who were choosing to convert to Islam (Hermansen 1991, 188-201). At that time, 
I concluded that the generational cohort of conversion (ie., that of the 1960s, 


ee 25 


KEEPING THE FAITH 251 


‘40s, 80s, etc.) played in role in the style of Islam that attracted and sustained 
thesewomen’s interest and commitment. | believe that the current research sup- 
ports that conclusion. Since the current study selects women who have raised 
daughters to adulthood or at least adolescence, my age cohort are women who 
aeat leastin their late forties or early fifties, with some over sixty. These women 
ate therefore “pioneers,” converted before the largest impact of Muslim immi- 
gration and the conservative influence on the Muslim presence in the United 
States of organized Islamist movements, which began in the late 1970s. 

Inthe 1970s, when many of the interviewees converted, there often were no 
lage Muslim communities or institutions such as weekend schools or mosques, 
much less full-time Islamic schools, to sustain Muslim identity among children 
gowing upin a largely Christian American culture. Some of that hasnow changed 
inthe larger population centers. However, for many Euro-American Muslims the 
Wamieschools still may not be the answer for reasons to be discussed later. 

This study is therefore a snapshot of a particular, fairly limited, and un- 
Usual group in its earliest phase of development. In another ten or fifteen 
yeats, another cohort of converted Euro-American women, who have raised 
daughters within a more institutionally supportive environment and witha 
more fully articulated conception of Islamic identity, can be studied. 

Tinterviewed a preliminary survey of eleven women for this study, based 

onaloose protocol of questions assessing their family background, conver- 
sionMarratives, the experiences they had in raising daughters, and the situ 
ations of these daughters currently. As a researcher, I have the advantage of 
Over twenty years as a Muslim convert; therefore, I know the community 
adicould rapidly network through acquaintances and snowball methodol 
Ogyto find interviewees. Asa female Muslim, | have natural rapport with the 
Women being interviewed, and I have visited most of the communities where 
these Women live, so that I understand the social and physical settings. 

Atthis point, I would like to indicate that there is a certain fluidity to the 

scene of emerging Muslim identities among the daughters’ generation. After 
alithe eldest of the daughters are now approaching thirty, while the young: 
Stithat I consider are still in their teens. Much is still to be determined i 
lems of their choices of lifestyle and religious commitment in the futur 


Composition of the Sample 


Uinitially sorted the responses from the women! interviewed around! 
of Muslim identity preferred by the mothers. Another significant 
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was the combination of spouses: two American Muslims (AA) or an Ameri- 
can Muslim wife and an immigrant Muslim husband (Al). 
In terms of the preferred Muslim identity, my sample was composed of: 


four Sufi mothers who lived communally—three of whom are disciples of Shaykh 
Nazim; 

two Suft-oriented women living outside of communal settings, one of them a disciple 
of Shaykh Nazim; 

two activist/conservative women (This category turned out to be difficult to define, 
and “conservatism” was not a characteristic claimed by the women themselves. 1 
conclude that in this early cohort, Islamist identities had not yet made an impact, 
and therefore women that I might have expected to give this response answered 
“strong Muslim” or “practicing” rather than identifying with any specific move- 
ment or ideological orientation. At the same time, women I might have expected to 
answer “Sufi” or “liberal” often answered “committed” or “strong” Muslim); 

three moderate, nonsectarian women. 


Among my sample there were no women from sectarian groups such as 
Shi'a, Ismailis, or Ahmadis. 

One example of this way of dividing the sample by Muslim identity is the 
study carried out by Gabriele Hofmann (1997) of German female converts to 
Islam. She grouped her interviewees according to four groups that are some 
what similar to my categories above: (1) Salafis; (2) independent freethink 
ing; (3) Ahmadis; and (4) Sufis.’ 

Roald’s study of Muslims in Sweden (2001), which focused mainly on im 
migrant Muslims and their perceptions on women's issues, isolated the fol 
lowing three factors that influence the style of Muslim ideology. First was 
length of residence in the West; second, the extent of immigrants’ interac- 
tion with the non-Muslim community; and finally, the group to which they 
belonged: Salafi, independent, Hizb-e tahrir, etc. In considering my sample 
in terms of similar indexes, despite the different context, | initially surmised 
that the tightness of the age cohort studied would make factors such as the 
length of time being Muslim or the year of conversion less of a variable fac 

tor among these mothers. However, I take note that the two converts of the 
1960s could be characterized as “activist Muslim” women who married im 
migrant student Muslims. I believe that this, although a preliminary con 
clusion, reflects both the situation of American culture at that time, before 
the major impact of the “spiritual seeking” movements of the 1970s, and the 


= 


“thyerted in college and after some time was introduced to her fu 
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concurrent context of encounters with immigrant Muslims, primarily occur- 
ring on college campuses. 

‘Islamic ideology seemed to be a less significant factor in identity and self- 
definition among the group of women I interviewed, except for the distinc- 
tion between Sufi and non-Sufi Islam. In fact, the Sufi category varies within 
itselfin terms of those in the Naqshbandi-Haqqani movement and those with 
more diffuse affiliations, and even within the Naqshbandi tariqa itself. As a 
differentiating factor in practice or Islamic identity transmission, the situa- 
tioofbeing in a marriage between two American converts, as opposed to a 
Mamiage with an immigrant Muslim, seemed to be more influential in the 
identity development of the daughters. 

The extent of interaction with the immigrant Muslim community seems 
tobe an important factor as well, but normally it is those women married * 
ioimmigrant Muslims who naturally have more extensive interaction both 


withthe broader community and in their own homes and families. 
nt 


Styles of Conversion and the Converted Life 
ee 


Allstudies of convert Muslims in the West stress the common theme of grad- 
Ualreflection-based conversion rather than the sudden snapping of “self- 
Sumender” (Poston 1992). This was also the case with the women I inter- 
Viewed. All accepted Islam as a conscious choice after long periods of study 
adteflection. Five of the Sufi women (AA) converted at the same time as 
their American husbands; all of the four women married to immigrant Mus- 
lims converted after Meeting their husbands, but for two of them it was a 
‘hoice made independently before marriage. The third (AI) was not encour- 
:ed to convert before marriage but did have to agree to raise any children 
Muslims. She and the fourth woman (AI) decided on their own to convé 
after some years of marriage, one shortly after the birth of her first child 
thesecond while she was pregnant with a first child. One American wom 
®onverted on her own long before meeting her American husband, wh 
become a Muslim on his own before meeting her. Another AA 


aJewish American student who had already accepted Islam om hisOy 
Moreign Muslim students on panpis 


versus alternation (in Wohlrab- Sahi 1999, seo) He charset 
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was the combination of spouses: two American Muslims (AA) or an Amer 


can Muslim wife and an immigrant Muslim husband (Al). 
In terms of the preferred Muslim identity, my sample was composed of: 


four Sufi mothers who lived communally—three of whom are disciples of Shaykh 


Nazim;' 
two Sufi-oriented women living outside of communal settings, one of them a disciple 


of Shaykh Nazim; 

two activist/conservative women (This category turned out to be difficult to define, 
and “conservatism” was not a characteristic claimed by the women themselves. 
conclude that in this early cohort, Islamist identities had not yet made an impact, 
and therefore women that I might have expected to give this response answered 

“strong Muslim” or “practicing” rather than identifying with any specific move 

ment or ideological orientation. At the same time, women I might have expected to 

answer “Sufi” or “liberal” often answered “committed” or “strong” Muslim); 
three moderate, nonsectarian women. 

Among my sample there were no women from sectarian groups such as 
Shi'a, Ismailis, or Ahmadis. 

One example of this way of dividing the sample by Muslim identity is the 
study carried out by Gabriele Hofmann (1997) of German female converts to 
Islam. She grouped her interviewees according to four groups that are some- 
what similar to my categories above: (1) Salafis; (2) independent freethink- 
ing; (3) Ahmadis; and (4) Sufis.? 

Roald’s study of Muslims in Sweden (2001), which focused mainly on im- 
migrant Muslims and their perceptions on women’s issues, isolated the fol- 
lowing three factors that influence the style of Muslim ideology. First was 
length of residence in the West; second, the extent of immigrants’ interac- 
tion with the non-Muslim community; and finally, the group to which they 
belonged: Salafi, independent, Hizb-e tahrir, etc. In considering my sample 
in terms of similar indexes, despite the different context, | initially surmised 
that the tightness of the age cohort studied would make factors such as the 
length of time being Muslim or the year of conversion less of a variable fac 
tor among these mothers. However, I take note that the two converts of the 
1960s could be characterized as “activist Muslim” women who married im- 
migrant student Muslims. I believe that this, although a preliminary con- 
clusion, reflects both the situation of American culture at that time, before 
the major impact of the “spiritual seeking” movements of the 1970s, and the 
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‘concurrent context of encounters with immigrant Muslims, primarily occur 
‘ting on college campuses. 

_ Islamic ideology seemed to be a less significant factor in identity and self- 
definition among the group of women I interviewed, except for the distinc- 
between Sufi and non-Sufi Islam. In fact, the Sufi category varies within 
fin terms of those in the Naqshbandi-Haqqani movement and those with 
diffuse affiliations, and even within the Naqshbandi tariga itself. As a 
differentiating factor in practice or Islamic identity transmission, the situa- 
‘tion of being in a marriage between two American converts, as opposed to a 
age with an immigrant Muslim, seemed to be more influential in the 
ity development of the daughters. 

The extent of interaction with the immigrant Muslim community seems 
important factor as well, but normally it is those women married * 


Conversion and the Converted Life 


dies of convert Muslims in the West stress the common theme of grad- 
Teflection-based conversion rather than the sudden snapping of “self. 
mder” (Poston 1992). This was also the case with the women | inter- 
/All accepted Islam as a conscious choice after long periods of study 
flection. Five of the Sufi women (AA) converted at the same time as 
irAmerican husbands; all of the four women married to immigrant Mus- 
converted after meeting their husbands, but for two of them it was a 
de independently before marriage. The third (AI) was not encours 


. She and the fourth woman (AI) decided on their own to con 
ome years of marriage, one shortly after the birth of her first child 


peed in college and after some time was introduced to her fubtirelhu 
: baJewish American student who had already accepted Islam nhis ov 
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“conversion” as a radical change of worldview and identity that excludes for- 
mer commitments. “Alternation,” on the other hand, is an ongoing process 
in which the past is accommodated, integrated, and negotiated in terms of 
shaping the current identity. Wohlrab-Sahr develops these into the catego- 
ries “syncretism” versus “combativeness” in terms of converts’ styles of liv- 
ing within the natal society. She gives the example of converts in immigrant 
marriages as preferring the “syncretistic” style. I think, however, that this is 
more generational, as a younger cohort of Islamist women converts who gen- 
erally marry immigrants can be very combative against “kafir” elements in 
American society.3 Also, a marriage of two American Muslims is unlikely to 
produce a combative convert identity. In fact, I have never seen an instance 
of this, although one woman (AA) I interviewed said that for some time af- 
ter their initial conversion, she and her husband were very hard on other 
Muslims who they didn’t feel were “coming up to the mark,” a fact she now 
regrets.* 

Another system of categories attempts to make a similar point by distin- 
guishing between “verbal converts,” who declare their new affiliation but 
are not particularly activist, and “total converts,” who become very active 
in promoting their newfound identity (Allievi 1998, 74).5 The role of some 
total converts within this schema seems to me to be somewhat like what 
one interviewee called the “born-again convert Muslims,” who try to avoid 
all things non-Muslim and have a more politicized view of culture and pu 
rity. These seem to be younger women than those interviewed in my sample. 
In terms of Allievi’s categories of motivations for conversion—political dis- 
course, intellectual rationalizations, and mystical inclinations—the latter 
two elements were the ones cited by the individuals in my sample (Allievi 
2000, 167—177).° 

Allievi observes that in today’s marketplace of religious ideas, conver- 
sions to Islam are less socially costly than they once were (Allievi 1998, 78).’1 
agree that alienation from American society or combative posturing did not 
emerge in the narratives of the mothers I interviewed. For all of them, being 
Muslim was a lifestyle choice, and they generally maintained good relations 
with birth families and the surrounding American community. Although in 
most cases their close friendships and associations changed, they still had or 
made new non-Muslim friends, usually neighbors or coworkers. Among my 
sample of women, however, conversion has entailed major shifts of identity 
and shaped their entire life orientation in career, marriage choices, and child- 
rearing philosophy and practice. 
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ions with birth families were not ruptured but might initially be 
mong the women, only to be resolved later in life. One mother, 


explained: 


ns with my family have been distant, especially since becoming Muslim. 
fin another state] a couple of times a year. We used to send the kids 
a week or two when they were younger. Then, as young teenagers, they 
nt to go anvmore because my father would argue with them about religion. 
less we went together they didn’t want to go, and when they came back 
“Grandpa said this or that.” At sixteen or seventeen they were ready to 
en they were younger and really shaky about answering about Islamic 
1) didn’t want to go near their grandparents.* 


y, it is difficult to completely bifurcate the styles of these wom- 
ted lives according to “verbal”/“total” or “alternation”/“conversion” 


lly’ and sociologically, the impact of migration of Muslims to the 
after the liberalization of the American immigration laws in 


their disciples were an initiating element in their contact with Is- 
spar rt ofa proader patual search. In the cases ios women who married 


settled on the expression “doing Islam 24/7.” In other w 
estyle choices were completely dominated by Islam.’ Se 
n convert mothers currently have careers that evidence this 
: te aching Islam, presenting workshops, editing for Musli 
slamic books. Two are housewives. Another does admit 
a university but presents Muslim cultures through artist 

Jast tried teaching in an Islamic school, but found dealin, 
immigrant Muslim board too difficult and now teaches ina 
school. Three of the convert women have PhDs complet 
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“conversion” as a radical change of worldview and identity that excludes for 
mer commitments. “Alternation,” on the other hand, is an ongoing process 
in which the past is accommodated, integrated, and negotiated in terms of 
shaping the current identity. Wohlrab-Sahr develops these into the catego- 
nies “syncretism” versus “combativeness” in terms of converts’ styles of liv- 
ing within the natal society. She gives the example of converts in immigrant 
marriages as preferring the “syncretistic” style. I think, however, that this is 
more generational, as a younger cohort of Islamist women converts who gen- 
erally marry immigrants can be very combative against “kafir” elements in 
American society.? Also, a marriage of two American Muslims is unlikely to 
produce a combative convert identity. In fact, I have never seen an instance 
of this, although one woman (AA) I interviewed said that for some time af- 
ter their initial conversion, she and her husband were very hard on other 
Muslims who they didn’t feel were “coming up to the mark,” a fact she now 
regrets.‘ 
Another system of categories attempts to make a similar point by distin 
guishing between “verbal converts,” who declare their new affiliation but 
are not particularly activist, and “total converts,” who become very active 
in promoting their newfound identity (Allievi 1998, 74). The role of some 
total converts within this schema seems to me to be somewhat like what 
one interviewee called the “born-again convert Muslims,” who try to avoid 
all things non-Muslim and have a more politicized view of culture and pu 
rity. These seem to be younger women than those interviewed in my sample. 
In terms of Allievi’s categories of motivations for conversion—political dis- 
course, intellectual rationalizations, and mystical inclinations—the latter 
two elements were the ones cited by the individuals in my sample (Allievi 
2000, 167—177).° 
Allievi observes that in today’s marketplace of religious ideas, conver- 
sions to Islam are less socially costly than they once were (Allievi 1998, 78).’1 
agree that alienation from American society or combative posturing did not 
emerge in the narratives of the mothers I interviewed. For all of them, being 
Muslim was a lifestyle choice, and they generally maintained good relations 
with birth families and the surrounding American community. Although in 
most cases their close friendships and associations changed, they still had or 
made new non-Muslim friends, usually neighbors or coworkers. Among my 
sample of women, however, conversion has entailed major shifts of identity 


and shaped their entire life orientation in career, marriage choices, and child- 
rearing philosophy and practice. 
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ions with birth families were not ruptured but might initially be 
among the women, only to be resolved later in life. One mother, 
(AA), explained: 


is with my family have been distant, especially since becoming Muslim. 
tthem [in another state] a couple of times a year. We used to send the kids 
1 week or two when they were younger. Then, as young teenagers, they 
to go anymore because my father would argue with them about religion. 
aidunless we went together they didn’t want to go, and when they came back 
"Grandpa said this or that.” At sixteen or seventeen they were ready to 
hen they were younger and really shaky about answering about Islamic 
ey didn't want to go near their grandparents.’ 


, It is difficult to completely bifurcate the styles of these wom- 
edlives according to “verbal”/“total” or “alternation’/“conversion” 
Tom one perspective a choice of Muslim communal living could 
tal,” yet interaction with birth families and the larger American 


or their disciples were an initiating element in their contact with Is- 
of a broader spiritual search. In the cases of women who married 


ely decided to immigrate. 
lives of the convert women whom | studied, Islamic activitig 


€njconvert mothers currently have careers that evidence 
Eteaching Islam, presenting workshops, editing for Muslt 


» WVate'School. Three of the convert women have PhDs compl 
Three others have master’s degrees completed aftermal 
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have postgraduate teaching credentials. Only two did not finish at a univer- 
sity up to the bachelor’s level. 

In contrast to the mothers, only one of the convert American Muslim 
husbands is similarly involved in full-time Islamic work, and one of the im- 
migrant husbands now devotes all his time to Islamic activities. At the same 
time, none of the daughters has chosen a full-time Islamic career, although 
it may be too early to draw a definitive conclusion regarding their career 
paths. 

Islamic identity was not framed by these informants in terms of dualis- 
tic oppositions of pure/impure, Muslim/non-Muslim, or halal/haram. If any- 
thing, the interviewees stressed the need to allow their children aspects of 
American life that were “normal,” such as TV, movies, and music, rather than 
dividing the world in a binary way. One mother, Qamar (AA), specifically re 
sisted such limitations in child-raising: 


I have a hard time being around people who are hard-line and conservative. I had 
other Muslim mothers calling me up and complaining, “How could you let my daugh- 
ter play with a Barbie doll?” “How could you let my child sing ‘Happy Birthday'?” 
“You’re teaching your daughters to swim! Haram!” The search for Muslim commu- 
nity was problematic. People were judgmental and uptight. There was [a] time when 
my religious practice had more to do with my daily life than at present, it made mea 
very serious person and it made my kids miserable. I had to lighten up. 


Community 


Almost all respondents note the critical impact of community on child- 
raising, both in lending a sense of normality to the lifestyle, including re- 
ligious practices of the family, and in providing a peer group that will not 
marginalize the child as being “different.” 

One style of Islamic practice is the small Sufi community. Here, many of 
the daughters were home-schooled and nurtured in an environment ofasmall 
number of families, many committed to a particular shaykh—one “loves the 
shaykh and takes allegiance /bay‘a] to him.” One such mother, Bilgis (AA), 
describes her search for Muslim community in the following way: 


[Before conversion] my husband and I were reading a lot and tracing the footnotes 
in books such as Be Here Now.’° We saw the connection of the teachings we liked 
to people of the past who had been practicing Muslims. My husband and | lived in 
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Iltown but we drove to Boulder to try and connect with Muslims in mosques. 
je went to a Shi'a mosque, Iranian, after the revolution and found it displaying 


Id be “woven into the fabric of our lives.” It was more accommodating to chil- 
many other spiritual paths we were encountering. Also it did not require 
end ng large sums of money for classes and seminars. In Santa Fe we connected 
umber of families who were followers of the Naqshbandi shaykh Nazim. 
ted fasting [in] Ramadan and making the dhikr with them. We wanted to 
llegiance (bay’a) to the shaykh and were told shahada came first and we 


dy for that. 


attern common among the daughters from Sufi families who lived 
ally is their strong identification with traditional feminine roles as 
d mothers and early marriages. Marriages tend to be to the children 
her Sufi families or to immigrant Muslim males involved in Sufism and 
even be arranged by the shaykh. In cases of early marriage, the parents 
ted to an extended or joint family living situation in order to sustain 

Ing couples. One mother, Jamila (AA), described her daughter's up- 

ng in this Sufi environment: 


home schooling. Her training was like a village girl where she learned tra- 
ways of cooking and sewing. I saw she had an archetypal feminine trans? 
on and @ protected spiritual childhood. I wasn't planning that she would go 
ege and have a career, but she could have; after all, “heaven is at the feet of 
5! although the modern world may not support that. She [her daughter] 
Bariisd to be like me, it was her soul, her identity. 


marniage of two Euro-Americans has the special challenge of finding 
unity in which to rear children with a Muslim identity. In marriages 
higrant Muslims, the extended family of the spouse often provided 
nmunity for earlier cohorts of convert women. In three of the four 
Mammages, a parent of the husband had lived with the couple fora tim 
he children were growing up. In cases where the immigrant spo 
iving nearby, a similar sense of needing Muslim families to 
‘oup or celebrate Muslim holidays together was felt by 
Course, many of these insights are basic to the sociology 
ction of reality (Berger and Luckmann 1966). In @ 
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a particular worldview, one would want some reaffirmation of it and of iden 
tity from persons surrounding the child. One mother, Margaret (Al), spoke of 
her daughters’ experience in trying to find community in college: 


In university my daughters didn’t click with the MSA [Muslim Student Association] 
crowd. Neither wears hijab and they were given dirty looks attending the Friday 
prayers and made to feel uncomfortable by some of the cliquish and rigid Muslin 
students. They found the MSA speakers overly apologetic but they did participate 
in some other Muslim student activities like doing Mehendhi for Islam Awareness 
Week. They got their Islamic support at home, going to the Islamic center for prayers 
or Ramadan with the family. 


Another mother, Lorraine (AI), commented on her family’s search for a 


compatible mosque community: 


When you convert there is a big rush to welcome you, then they drop you like a hot 
potato. We went to several Islamic centers. I went through a period having issues 
with native clothes and culture—you know, should I wear a shalwar kamiz or Arab 
dress. Then I realized, this isn’t really why I entered the religion, so I developed my 


own Islamic style. We liked one mosque that had a more progressive atmosphere, but 
over time the level of the programs there deteriorated and became the usual boring 


preaching. 


Schooling and Peer Group 


Educational experiences among the nineteen daughters were quite varied 
Eight daughters principally attended public schools, one attended a private 
non-Muslim school, three were home-schooled, and three daughters, all from 
the same family, had a combination of all three forms, ending up attending 
high school at a private prep academy. Two sisters (Al) attended grades 7 and 
8 in a strict Arab-run Islamic school, and then went on to Catholic all-girls’ 
high school. One daughter (AI), who attended an urban public high school 
with a large contingent of some two hundred immigrant South Asian Mus 
lim students, ended up marrying a young man of Indo-Pakistani background 
whom she met there. 

The home-schooled children, all from (AA) communally living Sufi 
families, did not have access to an immigrant community or to weekend Is 
lamic school. The children living in urban areas were often sent to weekend 
Islamic schools, and three AA mothers reported negative influences at the 
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jsamieweekend schools, which were too rigid. Fatima (AA), asingle mother, 
aplained one problem she encountered as follows: 


frrawhile we went to weekend school at an Islamic center—another family gave us 
rides One day the Arab teacher told the children: “If you disrespect your mother you 
wuilbesuspended over the fires of Hell by a rope filled with sharp thorns and you won't 
leableto hold on and you will fall into the fire.” The children were traumatized and 
theystopped going after that, so I had no ride, and anyway I was also turned off. 


Inthe case of Margaret (Al), her husband had stated as a condition of mar- 
tage that he wanted any children raised Muslim. Five years after marriage 
Margaret accepted Islam out of her own interest and conviction. In fact, her 
husband didn’t attend her shahada because he didn't want to seem like he was 
pressuring her. He himself became more observant only after a long time, 
anditfseemed like his relatives also became more Islamicized through the 
1980s. She describes how 


oieday, when my eldest daughter was three, my husband’s cousin came over and 
said "You need to teach her religion.” Then she started Sunday school and Islamic 
Prssthool—once a week. She developed a Muslim circle of friends. My mother-in-law 
wasliving with the family then, and she also taught the children, so it happened natu 

rally, Twas not into pushing the children on religion, this is very risky at adolescence. 
They attended public school—there was no full-time Islamic school, and also the Is- 

lanic schools tend to be ghettoized. The children have close friends from public school, 

Whowere all non-Muslim. The home was the center of their Islamic identity. 


foranother mother, Linda (AI), and her husband, Islamic education at home 
Wasa high priority: 


Whenvall the children were young we would make them get up for fajr, then 1 
Would study hadith together as a family. On weekends we would study Quran 
thirty minutes or one hour. They [the children] all memorized at least two ju 
the Quran, and they can read the Arabic letters and the sounds of the text."3 
Wentto Muslim Sunday school as well. Most of all we tried to be a good exa 


Some families maintained home schooling by the daughter's ¢ 
Madea conscious decision not to attend the local high schoo 
have made it hard to cover [wear the hijab]” (Bilgis AA) 
Alice (AA) and her husband tried integrating their daughter 
Influenced school and play group dominated by Euro-Ameri 
iding the immigrant Muslim weekend schools to be too rigid 
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environment, however, she found that because she and her husband were not 
initiates in that particular movement, they and their child did not achieve 
full acceptance. Lorraine (AI), both of whose daughters attended weekend 
mosque schools and for two years a full-time Islamic school dominated by 
Arab-Americans, found that their younger daughter, who is blond and blue- 
eyed, was sometimes treated as if she did not belong by the immigrant Mus- 
lim children. A sort of residual anti-Americanism arising from resentment 
of U.S. Middle East policy, and the stressing of distinctions between Islam 
and “kafir” culture at the school in order to reinforce Muslim identity, were 
not untypical of such institutions. Rayhana (Al), in reflecting on the Islamic 
component of her children’s education, expressed some regrets: 


My daughter went to the public school and a girls’ Catholic high school. She also at- 
tended weekend Islamic school and madrasa every evening. All of the extra Islamic les- 
sons were too much for the children—there was no time for TV, relaxing, or anything. 


As I noted previously, the current ages of the daughters make some issues 
still fluid. Still, seven of the daughters who are college age have not chosen to 
attend college, a number that is somewhat high. The daughters who grew up 
in the communal situation were less likely to pursue higher education, and 
at least three took GEDs rather than completing regular high school. None of 
the daughters has pursued advanced Islamic Studies, although two are cur- 
rently taking Arabic courses at college and two learned some Arabic while re- 
siding for five years in the Middle East and attending bilingual schools there. 
All of these daughters are AA; the AI daughters have not mastered Arabic, 
although they know enough of the script to sound out the Qur'an phoneti- 
cally. One of the AI daughters learned Urdu, her father’s mother tongue, from 
childhood friends and now interacts with an Urdu-speaking spouse and in- 
laws. Two of the others know conversational Urdu learned from relatives and 
a mother-in-law who lived with the family. 

The mothers asserted that a key concept in raising daughters as Muslims 
is a sense of normality. This is achieved, as noted previously, by association 
with a Muslim, or at least a compatible, peer group, while at the same time 
avoiding excessive isolation from and condemnation of common features of 
American society. Fatima, single mother of a twenty-year-old daughter who 


is now only nominally Muslim, stated: 


She had no Muslim peer group. At one time I consulted a famous child psychologist 
regarding her case. I had thought I understood the peer thing. He said: “You have no 
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don't care what you think. Whatever their friends are doing, that’s what 
igy want to do.” Before growing up she had been “Miss Goody Two-Shoes.” Then 
ea teenage monster. If her friends had been a group of hijabi girls, that 
ave become her ideal. Children care most what their friends think. Among 
pwd, “Who is the most modest,” “Who wears the best hijab,” could have 


, ndard. 


leven maternal marriages surveyed thus far, seven are between two 
ns (AA) and four between American females and immigrant males 
South Asians and one Arab. Nine of these eleven marriages were 
ged. The two that might be considered “arranged” did not have pa- 
lvement; rather, one immigrant Muslim matched an American 
lim at the time) woman with his brother, and in the other case, 
udents helped match two American Muslim converts at their uni- 
of the women (AA Sufi) had been previously married to and di- 
mnon-Muslim men. One mother is now single, divorced from an 
who left Islam. None of the women who married an immigrant 

'aselfidentified Sufi; all of the AA marriages have a Sufi element 

the partners.** 

the nineteen daughters, nine are unmarried (three are teenagers). 

hters of (AA) and (AI) parents married non-Muslims who didn't 
me (AA) Naqshbandi married an immigrant Muslim (arranged 
tariga), one (AA) (Naqgshbandi) married a Euro-American Musli 
upin an (AA) American Muslim Nagqshbandi family, one (AI) ma 
o-American Muslim who had converted on his own as a teenag 
oni [AA] and one [AI]) married Americans who became Muslim ig 
marty them and who now practice Islam, and one (Al) married a 
Asian background who grew up in America. Two daughté 


}could be understood as part of the Muslim tradition of ent 
Couples to marry if they like each other. I note a differen 


lOStress education of the daughters to at least the college-deg 
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although in two cases the husbands met the girls while attending high school 
and waited for later marriage. 

Several of the Sufi communal parents stressed marriage more than educa 
tion, but not all agreed on this position. Attitudes toward the importance of 
maintaining virginity and the permissibility of gender mixing seemed to be 
a critical variable here. Qamar (AA) stated: 


I’m not trying to control my daughters. I’ve pushed independence. Some people try to 
marry off their girls. I told them: “If you get pregnant I won't take care of your kids.” 
They don’t want to be used by men, and education is important to them. Al-hamdu 
Villah, my girls liked being in a group. We let them have guy friends. Half the human 
race is male, after all. They kept the proper etiquette and went out with a group. 


One mother, Rayhana (AI), whose daughter married a non-Muslim (AA) 
who said he would convert and later reneged, blamed the attitudes prevalent 
at her immigrant-dominated Islamic center at that time: 


The [Muslim] community has to embrace the challenges it faces and open up an 
discuss things. No one was saying anything about the girls’ marrying outside, s¢ 
other young girls got the idea that they really “didn’t get into much trouble.” After all, 
there wasn’t much scandal after they had been told all along that it was “so haram. 
No one was “honor killed” for out-marrying. Instead of talking about the problem, 
the parents just got tougher and tougher on their daughters. The community culture 
is unrealistic about boys and girls; we need to tell them what Islam says and why it 
makes sense socially and historically—and not just tell them “no. 


Theorizing Female Muslim Identity in Mothers and Daughters 


One place I found theory that was helpful in understanding gender in the 
lives of the convert mothers and their daughters is work on female partici 
pants in new religious movements (NRMs). Susan Palmer (1994), who studied 
women in the Hare Krishnas and Moonies, sees the choices made by female 
participants at least in part as a critique of secular gender roles. According to 
her analysis, women’s conversion to unconventional religions could be in 
terpreted as a response to “rolelessness resulting from dramatic upheavals in 
the structure of society,” as well as a response to the devaluation of traditional 
women’s roles in the modern West. Some of the women she studied were 
also seeking the magical or religious dimension missing in secular family 
relationships (Palmer 1994, xiii). Regarding the changes that have occurred 


ren THE FAITH 
inmarriage dynamics in the modern West, Mary Ann Glendon observed: 


‘Vartiage has moved from a situation characterized by family selection of 
{0...a veto by the child... then to unfettered choice, and now toa 
. correct their original choice” (1985, 32).’5 


us 
situation where people may .. 
“Overall, scholars who have attempted to analyze issues of sexuality in 


NRMsfall into two camps—those stressing the empowerment of women in 
unconventional groups versus those who view NRMs as a backlash against 
thefeminist movement and a regression to patriarchal patterns (Palmer 1994, 
eichoice of Islam, while not exactly in the same category, perhaps, as 
| pining an alternative religion or NRM, does offer a potentially radical recon 
uration of gender interactions. Islamic norms seem closest to what Palme 
lems a“sex complementarity” philosophy of gender. While many converts 
maccept this philosophy and enact it in their lives, there is a minority 
egotiate gender in a way quite close to American norms, and in fact, 
ie mWestern culture and Muslim societies at the micro level each offer 
a nuum of gender philosophies and practices. That having been said, 
ingfora different approach to gender and the family as part of choosing 
asnot a specific motivating factor articulated by the women] inter- 


toher husband's preference and not necessarily an Islamic norm." 
Stcases the idea of a strong committed family life appeared to be im 


d 


ig primarily as a spiritual quest for meaning. The non Sufis seemed to fin 
Namie theology more logical and convincing.” Still, gender practices were 
‘con igured in all cases. Several of the Sufi women, however, were not alto 

ther comfortable with practices such as gender segregation. Qamar (AA), 


Pere cultral model. I advocate respect, for both: men aig women. va dai 
a things are ridiculous. They want to be natural will 
ey are as Americans. You have to be natural with your culture. At Sufital 
‘ste men gather in one area and the women in another but it is nati 
ledge one another’s existence. 


_ According to Palmer's research, some new religious movements] 
“omen more than others, and there is an elective affinity betweenig 
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choices and specific female interests: “Contributing to the argument that 
women select NRMs that serve their particular needs is evidence that differ- 
ent age sets are represented in different movements as are specific classes of 
women” (1994, 240). 

It has been claimed that females in the West embrace Islam in dispropor- 
tionately high numbers compared to males. I believe that this arises from the 
much stronger likelihood of born-Muslim males out-marrying and the lim- 
ited mobility of born-Muslim women in choosing marriage partners. There- 
fore I propose that on this issue, only “individual” or “rational” converts 
should be compared, not those who convert in the context of marriage toa 
born Muslim, if the purpose is to assess factors motivating conversion aside 
from marriage and the relative numbers of converts according to gender. 

addition, the “cost” of conversion to Euro-American males may be perceived 
as relatively higher, in socioeconomic terms. 

Palmer's contention that women join unusual religious groups as part of 
experimental re-creation of self seems more applicable to the women in our 
sample attracted to Sufi movements, especially charismatic movements such 
as the Nagshbandis (1994, 239). Their communal lifestyle, in-marrying, and 
more visibly different practices and forms of dress position them closer to 
NRM adherents than women marrying immigrant Muslims and trying to in 
tegrate into a global, immigrant-dominated (in the American context) Mus 
lim identity. For the mothers married to immigrants a whole other dynamic 
comes into play, which is negotiating a mixed marriage and moving between 
two different cultural worlds.” 

Palmer concludes overall that such religious lifestyle choices reflect fe 


male empowerment strategies rather than oppression: 


For this reason, the phenomenon of modern women choosing to inhabit the stylized 


roles in NRMs might be better understood not as a rejection of pluralism and con 
nor as a lifelong choice to opt for traditional fam- 


temporary experimentation..., 
, but as the ancient 


ily values faced with gender uncertainty in the larger society... 
and familiar search for powerful religious and social epiphanies available within the 


ritual passage. (Palmer 1994, 261) 


Margaret (Al), reflecting on gender dynamics in raising daughters, said: 


It’s clear that there is culturally a differential treatment of boys and girls in our 
community. Boys have more liberty to go out and explore the world—it’s part of 
becoming a man. I’m happy J didn’t have both [sons and daughters] so I didn't face 
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fict. Islamically that shouldn't be an issue, both should have more experi- 


ife. In the community, however, it’s the girls who have to attend Islamic 
are taught that careers for girls are more limited and they are not en- 


to excel. 


tice and Identity Compared across the Generations 


rof assessing the Islamic identity of mothers and daughtersis through 

of visibility such as veiling and using Islamic names. Taking a new 
licname has been characterized by one scholar as “bridge burning” (Al- 
98, 172). It seems on the basis of my interviews that women marrying 
it Muslims were less likely to change their names; in this sample, 
lire Out of four did not. It is understandable that women married to fellow 
o-Americans may feel a greater need to assert their distinctive Muslim 


ig her Muslim name and returned to her birth name. 

egards naming: six out of the eleven mothers use Muslim names, three 
ur married to immigrants (AI) kept American names, and five of the 

en m armed to Americans (AA) use Muslim names. One mother’s name 
(anka) was given at birth but sounds somewhat Muslim. For the daugh- 
ers the picture is as follows: fifteen of the nineteen daughters have Muslim 
and use them, including the three who have left Islam; one has a bi 
cul tu alname; two (AI) sisters have American names; and one daughter (Al) 
esher American name rather than her Muslim name (she used both con- 
ually when growing up). 
Comparing veiling among mothers and daughters, we see that eight ow! 
f the eleven convert mothers wear the hijab. Two of the three who do not 
Ow each had worn it for a significant period of time (seven and j 
Tex ) Among the daughters, fourteen out of the nineteen do not ¢ 
tthe hijab. Eleven from the AA families and three from the 4 
— it. Among the five daughters who do wear the hijabag 
two AI. Marika (AA) describes her Muslim identity as followsiag 


. ot and interpretive orientation. 


ain American, I’m Sunni and not a very good Muslim. Beforet 
“ing, Now we're just getting by. I do the Islamic practices, | prayam 
hijab, which I had worn for twenty years when I started gettt 
The scholars say that’s not OK. It should only come off if you have nay 
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choices and specific female interests: “Contributing to the argument that 

women select NRMs that serve their particular needs is evidence that differ- 

ent age sets are represented in different movements as are specific classes of 

women” (1994, 240). 

It has been claimed that females in the West embrace Islam in dispropor- 
tionately high numbers compared to males. I believe that this arises from the 
much stronger likelihood of born-Muslim males out-marrying and the lim- 
ited mobility of born-Muslim women in choosing marriage partners. There: 
fore I propose that on this issue, only “individual” or “rational” converts 
should be compared, not those who convert in the context of marriage toa 
born Muslim, if the purpose is to assess factors motivating conversion aside 
from marriage and the relative numbers of converts according to gender. In 
addition, the “cost” of conversion to Euro-American males may be perceived 
as relatively higher, in socioeconomic terms. 

Palmer’s contention that women join unusual religious groups as part of 
experimental re-creation of self seems more applicable to the women in our 
sample attracted to Sufi movements, especially charismatic movements such 
as the Naqshbandis (1994, 239). Their communal lifestyle, in-marrying, and 
more visibly different practices and forms of dress position them closer to 
NRM adherents than women marrying immigrant Muslims and trying to in- 
tegrate into a global, immigrant-dominated (in the American context) Mus 
lim identity. For the mothers married to immigrants a whole other dynamic 
comes into play, which is negotiating a mixed marriage and moving between 
two different cultural worlds."* 

Palmer concludes overall that such religious lifestyle choices reflect fe- 
male empowerment strategies rather than oppression: 


For this reason, the phenomenon of modern women choosing to inhabit the stylized 
roles in NRMs might be better understood not as a rejection of pluralism and con 
temporary experimentation..., nor as a lifelong choice to opt for traditional fam- 
ily values faced with gender uncertainty in the larger society..., but as the ancient 
and familiar search for powerful religious and social epiphanies available within the 
ritual passage. (Palmer 1994, 261) 


Margaret (Al), reflecting on gender dynamics in raising daughters, said: 


It’s clear that there is culturally a differential treatment of boys and girls in our 
community. Boys have more liberty to go out and explore the world—it’s part of 
becoming a man. I’m happy J didn’t have both [sons and daughters] so I didn't face 
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ict. Islamically that shouldn't be an issue, both should have more expen- 
flife. In the community, however, it’s the girls who have to attend Islamic 
are taught that careers for girls are more limited and they are not en- 


Of visibility such as veiling and using Islamic names. Taking a new 
fame has been characterized by one scholar as “bridge burning” (Al- 
1998, 172). It seems on the basis of my interviews that women marrying 
it Muslims were less likely to change their names; in this sample, 
f four did not. It is understandable that women married to fellow 
lericans may feel a greater need to assert their distinctive Muslim 
Ione case an American Muslim woman (AA) eventually stopped 


ds naming: six out of the eleven mothers use Muslim names, three 
‘marnied to immigrants (AI) kept American names, and five of the 


ka) was given at birth but sounds somewhat Muslim. For the daugh- 
picture is as follows: fifteen of the nineteen daughters have Muslim 
ind'use them, including the three who have left Islam; one has a bi 
la me; two (AI) sisters have American names; and one daughter (Al) 
her American name rather than her Muslim name (she used both con- 


paring veiling among mothers and daughters, we see that eight out 
ven convert mothers wear the hijab. Two of the three who do not w 
ach had worn it for a significant period of time (seven and tw 


-? 
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with boys—it’s hard to control that but you have to set limits. We planned 
t with other Muslim kids instead of the prom, and rather than going to 
ith non-Muslims we provided alternative activities. I went to the Mus- 
ps with them as a counselor. At the camp we had problems with issues of 
egregation. One year the boys refused to attend campfire if girls performed 
next year we held separate camps for boys and girls and this was 
e girls, they didn’t have to worry about makeup, being self-conscious, 


desire. Even in the old days I used to tie the scarf behind my neck. Sufis are accepting 
of people as they come. I see Sufis practicing that acceptance. Others don’t have that 
sense of generosity and kindness of heart. I would prefer to be sloppy in practice and 
outer form while trying to be perfect in the inner form. 


A striking observation is that all but one of the married daughters are rais- 
ing their children as Muslims. Two daughters who left Islam are younger and 
not yet married; a third who has left has a baby who likely will not be raised 
Muslim. The three daughters (AA) who have left Islam consider themselves 
agnostics, not following any other religion.’? Nine of the nineteen daughters 
were identified by the mother as having less Muslim identity than she does, 

of those, five were still considered “adequately practicing” by the mother. 
Seven daughters were identified as having the same level of Islamic practice 
as their mothers. Alice (AA), the mother of a fifteen-year-old daughter whoat 
present rejects Islam, said: 


AKA), now asingle mother, whose twenty-year-old daughter identifies 
as Muslim but no longer practices, said: 


d asking her out (for a sandwich or something) insixth grade, she was 
tive. They were nice boys from good families but I put restrictions on her 
r being Muslim. In junior high she stopped asking me—I should have 
thing was going on, but I was relieved. In fact, she was sneaking out 
tii 0a sleazy crowd, experimenting with drugs, and so on. Eventually she 
a kinds of trouble and was out of control completely. She had no Muslim 


From the outside—I would have imagined myself encouraging her to get into her 
twenties and then decide, but I feel certain that Islam is the best, the capstone of re- 
ligions. I know she still has it in her heart and she should follow that. I would be 
heartbroken if she married a non-Muslim, although I will always love her whatever 
she does. I feel it is not necessary for her to go on a spiritual journey. She doesn’t need 
to go through the pain I went through. 


Sufi dhikrs she asked troubling questions—she had to wear a scarf and 
dh ar d things she didn’t understand. My philosophy had been, I'll teach her 

nal ‘practice first and the inner meaning later. I wanted her to grow up Sufi. 
feel I should have let her date, it’s just everything to them at that age. Eventu- 
did go to the prom in a beautiful dress. I hope she makes it through college. I 
iscuss Islam with her anymore. 


Marika (AA), commenting on her children’s Islamic identity, stated: 


I see them making life choices that Islam is still a part of. They are outwardly less re- 
ligious than I am but they have a strong core. Rahima’s [her third daughter] identity 
is definitely Islamic, while her dress and demeanor are definitely American. None of 
them is doing all the Muslim things but all are doing at least some. They’re making 
choices about who they are and what they are going to do. There’s the path. I’m there 
with a broom trying to herd them along it from either side. 


A), whose daughter, 15, rejects her Islamic identity, said: 


¥ 
low a crisis is brewing. My daughter moaned: “I guess you're not going to let 
‘A Muslim scholar friend said: “Let her. Don't make her tum awayff 


: f et (Al), whose daughters are practicing and liberal, reminisced 

Transmitting Muslim Identity 

q Id not date in high school or go to proms. I explained to themtt 

The mothers discussed the need for a balance between maintaining controls y ae 5 J Hehe P D ; 
ares : eas ee meeting fun” and the difference between “love and passion.” | made it 

and participation in normal childhood activities. Linda (Al) commented: me. b ; 

, like special outings. 


We had to put restrictions. They couldn't go to slumber parties. However, we 
taught them to swim when they were young. They had few Muslim friends in the 
neighborhood, but later my younger daughter did in high school. Girls tend to get 


Order seems to play an important role in how conten’ 
€ for daughters. In all cases the only or elder daughter 
lother as being more independent-minded and potentially 
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se your traditions when you convert. What do you tell your children 

ories? Now we have all these wonderful things but then, I looked for 
es. [had lived in Iran for six years as a child and I had cloth dolls from 
ize as my Barbies. I played with them together and they were all 
‘my children Muslim cloth dolls. It was important for their identity 
like that. 


than her younger siblings. Maliha (AA), reflecting on why this might be the 
case, suggested: 


For the elder child, the parents don’t even know how to do it. You need the support of 
traditional community. In America you either have to keep her in isolation, whichis 
crazy, or you have to guard her like a hawk. 


It is important and probably inevitable that American daughters have 
choices about their Islamic identities. Margaret (AI) said: “Our daughters have 
the sense that they chose Islam; questioning is OK and they do question.” 

In transmitting Muslim identities to the daughters, the mothers’ sources 
of support are crucial. Linda (AI), whose husband is a staunchly conservative 
immigrant Muslim, named her spouse as her main source. 


been made by Harriet B. Nielsen between gender subjectiv- 
nder identity. Gender subjectivity is how others project a specific 
onto the subject; gender identity is how the subject identifies, 
n dimagines her gender role. In general, the moratorium period 
folescence is considered to be the time for being the most self- 
ut gender identity (1993, 44). 

of shifting gender roles in Western cultures is an important 
or understanding the conversion experiences of the American 
0 become Muslim. In a sense, Islamic gender roles are an experi- 

nvert Muslim women. Their attraction to this difference may be 
a personal spiritual choice that they find empowering, and 
ent with Palmer’s argument, as noted earlier. 

ne hand, these roles represent a form of cultural experimenta- 
erms of adopting a new paradigm of gender, with new restric- 
exuality, social relationships, and other forms of embodiment. At 
e, the relationships between the converted mothers and theix 
so occur within the context of generational shifts in dominag 
ole issues for American women, as explained by Nielsen (1993). 
ding to Nielsen the generation of women coming of age in the 
ed the beginnings of youth cultures and a loosening of sex 


My husband was my main source of support in raising my children as Muslims. | 
never took advice from my mother-in-law, who stayed with us part of the time—my 
husband used to mediate between us, and he usually took my side. He knew what to 
teach the kids about Islam and life. He was completely committed to the path of being 
Muslim. 


Interestingly, two women whose daughters seem to be rejecting Islam 
were ones who had complaints about the role of their husbands. One of 
them, Rayhana (AI), the mother of a daughter who married a non-Muslim 
American, responded to the question about support as follows: 


My main source of support was other Muslim friends who were like a family—we 
are still close after thirty years. A problem I felt was that most [born] Muslim mothers 
have stories to tell their kids—tike if you drop food on the floor and it’s still OK, you 
should eat it. I didn’t have those stories so I felt I lacked authenticity. My husband had 
them but when was he around? Men are not there in those simple moments. I was like 
a sibling to my children in learning about Islam, my Arabic, my learning suras, was 
like them, in fact they were better than me. 


The Sufi women living communally (AA) often noted their husbands as 
major helpers, very involved in the children’s upbringing as Muslims. Other 
sources of support mentioned were the Muslim community, in the cases of 
those who experienced it as supportive and available, the Sufi shaykh and 
his teachings, and Allah. Marika (AA) commented on her efforts to create 
Muslim identity for her daughters: 


lo had very different cultural and social possibilities. 

ed gendered subjectivities with modemized versi 
at encouraged, above all, achievement in educatio 

You know, becoming Muslim is a lot like becoming an orphan. Our main problem is E 3 

lack of community and lack of older people—to show you the way, It’s a total cultural 


A 


whom mothering was delayed or seen as a burden. Inad 
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late 1960s and early ’7os were a time of great social upheaval and a loosen- 
ing of restrictions on sexual experimentation. According to Nielsen, these 
daughters inherited both their mothers’ “updated” gender identity (how they 
felt about gender) and their mothers’ old-fashioned gender subjectivity (how 
others and the society perceived them as women). 

In terms of identity for younger females (the daughters) today, Nielsen 
suggests that “it is more culturally manifold—and the construction of itis 
more a personal project for the girl” (1993, 50-52). She can play with gender 
in new ways, while she will have great demands on her in terms of quality of 
performance and self-control. Fatima (AA), a single mother whose daughter 
rebelled and now does not follow any Islamic norms, although she has not 
formally rejected the religion,” stated: 


Thad a strong sense of wanting her to have the [Muslim] identity, then a woman 
friend in our Sufi tariga said: “She'll grow up and do whatever she wants, because 
she’s American.” I said: “Not my daughter.” But if we went to any mosque or dhikt 
the women were always in the back. She would ask me and I felt she couldn't un- 
derstand why yet. Then later I told her: “Because men are animals and can't control 
themselves.” Before she stopped going to dhikrs at age ten she asked: “Why do the 
women have to stay in the back? It’s not fair.” She said: “The Qur'an sounds like it's 
written for men.” The shaykh is male, so she couldn't fully identify with him either. 
“It’s a man’s religion.” 


Maliha (AA) resists traditional discourses on gender “roles,” while affirm- 
ing a progressive Islamic ijtihad regarding gender justice: 


Gender: throw out the roles! I go back to the Qur'anic verse that “humanity was firs 
created from a single soul, and then fromher mate.”* It starts with the womb, ‘tahm.” 
I personally lead a traditional woman's role because my husband wants that. My 
daughters, like everyone else, live in a world where everybody works. The traditional 
thing is unjust in that context because women end up doing twice the work. Roles and 
assignments are not the way to work things out. In the next fifty years or so women 
will not have to be so strident and men will recognize women’s humanity. The move- 
ment for women’s rights is in keeping with the sunna. The Prophet was absolutely 
marvelous to women, both men and women should take him as their role model. 


I observe that the four women I interviewed who are in long-term Al 
marriages seem to have held relatively conservative views about gender is- 
sues and “family values” before conversion and had already been critical 
of the moral condition of American society. Overall, discourses on Muslim 
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er mentioned that “heaven is at the feet of mothers” and “Mary is 


n heaven.” 
hon the influence of mothers on their daughters’ attitudes to gen- 


ing: authoritative (demands for mature behavior that also take the 
ndividuality into account, while seeking to induce an understanding 
lexpectations and sanctions) versus authoritarian (high demands 
uncompromising attitudes). Since educated mothers tend to hold more 
onal attitudes toward gender roles, this will give more scope for 
lighters making independent choices (Carine and Janssens 1998, 173). This 
; seems fairly intuitive; perhaps the main relevance to our study is 
nany convert mothers explicitly regard authoritarian models as inef- 
eral comments were made by mothers who blamed rules’ not be- 
ently explained for their daughters’ eventual major transgressions, 
ing non-Muslims or rejecting Islamic norms. The need to set 
nple yourself and to be moderate was often cited. Jamila (AA) gave 
g advice: 


r leniency, not strictness. Don’t be too strict or caring about outer things 
ing children from watching TV or movies and leading a normal American 

ithey will run towards those things as the shaykh says: “Like fish trying to 
W the ocean.” Love and enjoy them. Respect them. 


t (AI) recommended: “Don’t turn them off by excessive pressure. 
ouidn't feel they always have to be reading Qur‘an or praying; movies 
ngs like that are OK too.” 


‘ate raising their daughters with a Muslim identity that 
ence of this strength is the daughters’ preference for Muslim 
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Table 10.1. Biographical Summaries of Hermansen’s Interviewees 


Name Age/year Age Married #Of Age Of Hijab Type Lifestyle 


Conv D's Daughters 

Alice 24/1977 51 A I I5 N mod/Sufi urban 
Linda 28/1967 64 I 2 33, 26 Y Activist urban 
Margaret 31/1978 56 I 2 28, 23 Y moderate urban 
Biqis 28/1976 54 A I 29 ve Sufi(N) comm 
Rayhana 18/1967 50 I I 29 Y. Activist urban 
Fatima 33/1978 57 A I 20 a Sufi(N) urban 
Jamila 25/1976 52 A 2 22,19 Y Sufi(N) comm 
Lorraine 34/1980 57 I 2 23,20 N moderate urban 
Maliha 33/1971 64 A 2 23,21 Y Sufi tural 

Marika 19/1975 46 A 6(4) 25, 23,21,18 N Sufi comm 
Qamar 24/1976 52 A 3 25, 20, 18 Y Sufi(N) comm 


partners and their raising children as Muslims. Factors in diffusing this iden 
tity are the absence of a surrounding and supportive Muslim community and 
a Muslim peer group as the child is growing up, especially in adolescence, 
and the absence of a committed Muslim father. 

I note that the two women I interviewed who had converted in the 1960s 
and married immigrant males were quite different in outlook from those 
who converted in the 1970s. These two early women converts both came 
from small towns, and their style of being Muslim is both activist and con 
servative. 

The later cohort of women are mostly those that had a strong element of 
interest in Sufism and spirituality (about seven out of nine) in their biogra- 
phies. It remains to be seen if such interests will persist among future cohorts 
of converts, but my impression is that most spiritual movements, including 
American Sufism, that emerged during the counterculture period are now 
“graying,” with membership not being replaced by younger recruits. This is 
not to say that conversion to Islam by Euro-Americans is declining. I suggest, 
rather, that Sufi-oriented conversions may be decreasing. 

As I mentioned earlier, a fuller picture of the transmission of Islamic iden 
tity in families where the mothers are Western converts must be traced in 
future cohorts as well. Demographic shifts in the Muslim populations in the 
United States, changes in the attitudes of many Muslims toward a more con 
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servative and politicized orientation, and the greater availability of Islamic 
centers and full-time education are all likely to have an important impact in 
thefuture that could influence the results I found among this early cohort of 


women converts. 


Notes 


1. Shaykh Nazim, a Naqshbandi Sufi 
fom Cyprus, and his son-in-law, Shaykh 
Hisham Kabbani, are the heads of the 
Nagshbandi-Haqqani tariqa, a global Sufi 
movement that has attracted many West- 
emconverts to Islam. 

2, Gabriele Hofmann talks about the 
toleof the Naqshbandis in Germany. She 
Guotes one researcher, Dornback, who said 
thatin 1991 there were one to two hun- 
dtedmembers of the movement. Hofmann 
Gtimates German membership at five 
hundred to a thousand by about 199s. 

3 Marcia Hermansen, “Two-Way Ac- 
tulttiration” (1991), discusses later cohorts 
ofconvert women who adopt a more op 
Positional style. 
# Author interview with Maliha (AA). 
»5, Referring to Lofland and Stark 196s, 


‘6. Inaddition, Allievi proposes a 
distinction between “relational” conver 
Sionsand “rational” ones that is useful, 
bitseems to become blurred in many AI 
Marriages. 

7, Hermansen also comments on this 
shiftin Western attitudes to conversion in 
"Roads to Mecca” (1999). 

8) Here and throughout the rest of this 
chapter, I provide direct quotations in 

Woices of my interviewees to provide 
lettre and evidence for the points made. 
The accompanying chart (p. 272) will help 
Tadets who wish to know more about the 
“Convert” profile of the woman who made 

Statement. 


g. Allievi comments on converts’ ca 
reers and businesses in Les convertis (1998), 
204-205. 

10. Be Here Now (San Cristobal, N.Mex.: 
Lama Foundation, 1971) is a book by the 
American guru Baba Ram Das, aka Richard 
Alpert. 

11. According to a tradition (hadith) of 
the Prophet Muhammad. 

12. A juz’is one-thirtieth of the Qur'an. 
Memorization of one-thirtieth is quite a re 
spectable achievement and is the amount 
required for certification from many of 
the formal imam training programs in the 
United States 

13. This is common in South Asian 
Muslim families, in which sounding out 
the Quran without full knowledge of 
Arabic grammar and syntax is standard 


practice. Linda’s family had lived abroad 
for several years in the Arab world, so her 
children have a rudimentary knowledge, 
but no command, of Arabic. One daughter 


gravitated more to her father’s heritage 


and learned Urdu quite well through 
her grandmother, later her high schg 
friends from South Asia, and, c 
her in-laws 

14. Allievi comments on the 


of the marriages between t¥ 


immigrants who were olden™ 
expect that most immigrants 
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1970s who would have been Sufi-oriented 
would have contracted traditional ar- 
ranged marriages within their own ethnic 
communities. 

15. Quoted in Palmer 1994, 6. 

16. Author interview with Maliha (AA). 

17. Reflecting Allievi’s categories of 
rational and mystical. See note 6. 

18. Some aspects of this are discussed 
in Anway (1996, 11-128), although the 
women she discusses are from a later and 
more conservative cohort. 

19. One is tempted to conclude that (AA) 
daughters are more likely to leave Islam. A 

larger sample would be needed to establish 
this, and anecdotal evidence suggests 
otherwise: one son of an (Al) family in 
my sample married a non-Muslim and no 
longer practices, and I have heard of two 
AI daughters from an activist family not 
included in this study who have left Islam. 
20. Fatima states, for example, that 
her daughter would fill out “Muslim” 
on any form inquiring about religious 
identification. 
21. Quran (4: 1). This is the sort of 
new reading that Muslim feminists make, 
and Maliha is aware of this. The word 
for soul in Arabic, nafs, is grammatically 
feminine, thus a reading of “her” mate is 
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ISLAMIC STUDIES * WOMEN’S STUDIES 


“Conversion to Islam is a very lively topic these days...and a great deal 
of anecdotal material is available on the Internet and in the press, pop- 
ular Muslim journals, etc. To my knowledge, this volume is the first of 
its kind in which concrete studies of women in both Western Europe 
and America are combined....The balance of materials from the two 
major areas of the West in which Islam is a growing phenomenon is 
interesting and helpful; sometimes contrasts are obvious and at other 
times the similarities are striking.... This is a well-written, timely, 
thorough, and highly interesting book.” 


—Jane I. Smith, Hartford Seminary, author of Islam in America 


in both private and: public life. Yet a surprising number of women in Western 

Europe and America are converting to Islam. What attracts these women to a 
belief system that is markedly different from both Western Christianity and Western 
secularism? What benefits do they gain by converting, and what are the costs? How do 
Western women converts live their new Islamic faith, and how does their conversion 
affect their families and communities? How do women converts transmit Islamic values 
to their children? These are some of the questions that Women Embracing Islam seeks to 
answer. 

In this vanguard study of gender and conversion to Islam, leading historians, sociol- 
ogists, anthropologists, and theologians investigate why non-Muslim women in the 
United States, several European countries, and South Africa are converting to Islam. 
Drawing on extensive interviews with female converts, the authors explore the life expe- 
riences that lead Western women to adopt Islam, as well as the appeal that various 
forms, such as Sunni, Salafi, Shi'i, and Sufi Islam, as well as the Nation of Islam, have 
for women. The authors find that while no single set of factors can explain why Western 
women are embracing Islamic faith traditions, some common motivations emerge. These 
include an attraction to Islam's high regard for family and community, its strict moral 
and ethical standards, and the rationality and spirituality of its theology; as well as a 


disillusionment with Christianity and with the unrestrained sexuality of so much of 
Western culture. 


M any Westerners view Islam as a religion that restricts and subordinates women 
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